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ABSTRACT 
The thesis draws upon African and Christian ethics as well as on African women's experiences 
of resistance to violations of their human dignity and womanhood. It takes a theological 
approach drawing on post-colonial theory, African feminist theologians, and political theology 
for Africa, especially Emmanuel Katongole. The thesis suggests a rearticulated preferential 
option for the poor in light of the singularity of the poverty of women in general and that of the 
anthropological poverty of women in Sub-Saharan Africa in particular.  
An important lens for diagnosing the problems faced by women in Sub-Saharan Africa is 
Engelbert Mveng’s concept of “anthropological poverty.”  This concept refers to the multiple 
aspects of the loss of dignity resulting from slavery and colonialism; a basic argument of this 
thesis is that anthropological poverty affects women in unique ways. It is exacerbated by 
religious and cultural histories of oppression of women.  While anthropological poverty is 
rooted in the history of slavery and colonization of African nations, it continues to be worsened 
by an intermingling of androcentric Christian views with the cultural patriarchal gender biases 
which significantly shape women's identity and their roles in society. Another factor that 
aggravates women's anthropological poverty is sexual violence, especially rape used as a 
weapon of war. Women have been subjected to rape throughout history, both in war-zones as 
well as in peaceful industrialized countries. The poverty of women in modern contexts of 
conflict of Sub-Saharan Africa mirrors that of women beyond the African continent.  
The thesis’ main argument is that the preferential option for the poor in Church’s teaching 
overlooks the ways gender biases and sexual violence doubly impoverish women in 
contemporary society. The teaching lacks an adequate analysis of women's specific poverty. 
The thesis advocates for an interplay between the sacredness of life of every individual that is 
a salient principle of Christian ethics, and the collective consciousness of solidarity, distinctive 
of African philosophical ethics. The thesis concludes by assessing the extent to which the 
preeminence of the option for the poor that is grounded in Jesus’ poverty is displayed in Sub-
Saharan African women’s poverty, suffering, and solidaristic anger in facing the grave abuses 
of womanhood. The Church is called to the same solidaristic anger with the many faces of 
poverty of women of Sub-Saharan Africa and those of impoverished women of the world.  
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This thesis is circumscribed within the framework of political theology and liberation theology 
and aligns with post-colonial theory. It displays the experience of oppression and 
marginalization of women in colonial and contemporary Sub-Saharan Africa. It contributes in 
expanding the genealogy of political theology for Africa by exhibiting the realities of the 
impoverishment of women and their roots in slavery, pre-colonial, and post-colonial periods.  
Starting with the critique of Engelbert Mveng's1 insights on the anthropological poverty of 
black African people in post-colonial theory, the thesis expands Mveng’s points by exploring 
the scope of African women's anthropological poverty in African traditional religion and post-
colonial period. It goes further in expanding on the ways the anthropological poverty of African 
women mirrors their poverty on a large scale, beyond the African continent. The thesis 
concludes with a call to the Church’s teaching to rearticulate its discourse of the preferential 
option for the poor considering women’s poverty. There is a need for women’s poverty to be 
the locus theologicus for the Church’s teaching on the poor. 
The concept of “anthropological poverty” is to be understood from the perspective of 
postcolonial theory. For Engelbert Mveng, anthropological poverty was rooted in historical 
events such as slavery and Western Christianity in collusion with colonial powers. This 
collusion constitutes the main factors of the anthropological poverty of black Africa to date. 
Anthropological poverty is “indigence of being, the legacy of centuries of slavery and 
 
1 “Engelbert Mveng was born in 1930 near Yaoundé, Cameroon, to Presbyterian parents. He eventually 
became a Jesuit priest, as well as a historian, poet, artist, philosopher, and theologian […] As a historian and 
theologian he made a great contribution to the study of African culture and history, especially in the realms of 
cultural and religious anthropology and iconology.” See “Engelbert Mveng: A Theology of Life Expressed in 




colonization,”2 which originates from the annihilation enslaved people went through. It 
“consists in despoiling human beings not only of what they have but of everything that 
constitutes their being and essence—their identity, history, ethnic roots, language, culture, 
faith, creativity... their right to speak.”3 Slavery and Western Christianity, in collusion with 
colonial powers, worked to annihilate the people by denying them humanity, identity, and 
culture. The poverty of the enslaved of history goes beyond simple material poverty and its 
“chains [grow] heavier by the day.”4 Thus, this thesis parts from the fact that the factors of 
slavery and colonization and their practices continue to date, especially in regard to women. 
The Church that ought to be a church of the poor is called take women’s poverty seriously as 
a place of doing theology. 
The thesis focuses on the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DR Congo), first because, 
this country is located at the heart of the great-lakes region [Rwanda, Uganda, Burundi, DR 
Congo] torn up by the political and economic conflicts which extended to the DR Congo and 
Central African region in the last two decades following the Rwandan genocide. The latter has 
only exacerbated the poverty of women in the region. Second, the DR Congo is “a paradigm 
of all that was wrong with post-colonial Africa”5 in many ways. Third, the DR Congo does not 
 
2 Engelbert Mveng, “Impoverishment and Liberation: A Theological Approach for Africa and the Third 
World,” in Paths of African Theology, ed. Rosino Gibellini (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1994), 156–57. 
3 Engelbert Mveng, “Third World Theology— ––– What Theology?  What Third World?: Evaluation by an 
African Delegate,” in Irruption of the Third World: Challenge to Theology: Papers from the Fifth International 
Conference of the Ecumenical Association of Third World Theologians, August 17–-29, 1981, New Delhi, India, 
ed. Ecumenical Association of Third World Theologians, Virginia Fabella, and Sergio Torres (Maryknoll, NY: 
Orbis Books, 1983), 217–21.  
4 Mveng, “Impoverishment and Liberation: A Theological Approach for Africa and the Third World,” 156–
57. 
5 Michela Wrong, In the Footsteps of Mr. Kurtz: Living on the Brink of Disaster in Mobutu’s Congo, 1st U.S. 
ed. (New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 2001), 10.  
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only mirror African conflicts as affirmed by Emmanuel Katongole,6  but it also mirrors 
conflicts in the world where women’s bodies were and are battlefield.  
In adding two contemporary factors to the historical ones developed by Mveng, the thesis 
expands Mveng's view of anthropological poverty to theologically address the impoverishment 
of women in contemporary Sub-Saharan Africa. These added factors include, first, the 
traditional gender biases, which are accentuated by patriarchy, including a patriarchal reading 
of Scriptures, and, second, the sexual violence against women, accentuated by the phenomenon 
of rape, which is used as a weapon of war in the DR Congo. This scourge has made the DR 
Congo to be counted as the worst place in the world to be a woman.7  
Neither male nor female African theologians address the anthropological poverty of 
women as it is associated with the mining and oil exploitations of the war-zones of Sub-
Saharan Africa. Nor do they successfully balance the dignity of the individual with the 
communal worldview of the African philosophical ethics. Catholic social teaching does not 
address women’s poverty either. The main contribution of this thesis is attempting to fill these 
gaps. It argues that the marginalization of women in Sub-Saharan Africa can be alleviated, on 
the one hand, by an interplay between the sacredness of the individual woman's life and the 
“collective consciousness”8 of solidarity affirmed in African philosophical ethics. On the other 
hand, the marginalization of women can be alleviated by a theology of the preferential option 
for the poor, in Catholic social teaching, that is inclusive of the poverty of women. Women’s 
poverty, especially the Sub-Saharan African and their causing factors enhances the historical 
 
6 Emmanuel Katongole, Born From Lament: The Theology and Politics of Hope in Africa (Grand Rapids, 
Michigan: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2017), 4. 
7 “The World’s Worst Places to Be a Woman.,” Amnesty International, accessed January 3, 2020, 
https://www.amnestyusa.org/the-worlds-worst-places-to-be-a-woman/. 
8 Dona Marimba Richards, Yurugu : An Afrikan-Centered Critique of European Cultural Thought and 
Behavior, Washington, DC : Nkonimfo Publications (Washington, DC: Nkonimfo Publications, 2007), 5. 
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consciousness embraced by the Church. The world of the poor women constitutes a setting 
from which the traditional sources of theology (Scripture, church tradition, human experience, 
and reason) can and should be reinvigorated. Engaging in the world of the poor expands the 
horizons of the interpretation any theologian makes of Christian faith within the world.9 
Overview of Chapters 
 
Chapter One draws on Engelberg Mveng's work to extensively explain the scope of the 
anthropological poverty of African peoples, which is rooted in slavery and colonization and 
which continues to expand in the postcolonial period.  I build upon Mveng and Jean Marc Ela 
to show the role played by Western Christianity in making the anthropological poverty of 
colonized Africans. This chapter claims that Mveng's anthropological poverty, however, is too 
generalized. It needs to be gendered because women and men have been differently 
anthropologically impoverished by slavery and colonial practices. Chapter Two, therefore, 
discusses how women were doubly impoverished through these historical events, including 
through the collusion of colonial power and Western Christianity. 
Chapter Three explores male African theologians' insights on African traditional religion. 
Then it draws on the African proverbs to demonstrate how many African theologians overlook 
the impoverishment of women, which is accentuated more acutely not only under slavery and 
colonization but in African traditional and contemporary postcolonial societies. These societies 
continue to support conventional androcentric gender norms that convey an idea of women's 
personhood as subordinate or inferior to men. This idea excludes women from participating in 
decisions-making roles and aggravates their poverty in Sub-Saharan Africa. 
 
9 Dean Brackley S.J., “Theology and Solidarity: Learning from Sobrino’s Method,” in Hope & Solidarity : 
Jon Sobrino’s Challenge to Christian Theology, ed. Stephen J. Pope 1955-, Hope and Solidarity (Maryknoll, 
NY: Orbis Books, 2008), 7. 
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Section Two of Chapter Three builds upon the African philosopher Thaddeus Metz's 
representation of a communal and harmonious relationship between people in African ethics 
to suggest a vision of communion centered on solidarity with the marginalized in Sub-Saharan 
Africa. The Chapter uses examples of contemporary forms of marginalization, including the 
rape of women in African contexts of conflicts. This chapter argues that this marginalization 
puts into question the communal-harmonious relationship views of African ethics. However, 
Chapter Three also reinforces Metz's claim that when a way of life becomes abusive to any 
group, it ought to be changed for the sake of solidarity that is formed by a collective 
consciousness. Who we are and who we become must be shaped by solidarity in such a way 
that we can no longer accept any form of life that leaves space for marginalization or abuse of 
any group in society. The marginalization of women should constitute a motive for anger and 
solidaristic anger. To this end, Chapter Three suggests a more horizontal vision of communal-
harmonious relationship, as opposed to a vertical one which overlooks the excluded groups in 
Sub-Saharan Africa. 
In the conclusive section, this thesis discusses the challenges of women’s poverty in 
general and the Sub-Saharan African women’s poverty in particular, especially the sexual 
violence and their repercussions on theology and the preferential option for the poor. I suggest 
that making an option for the poor is about carrying out a prophetic mission in such a way that 
the discourse of the option ought to include the realities of the poorest, including women of 
Sub-Saharan Africa and other poor women around the globe. The prophetic mission of the 
Church—the preferential option for the poor—must also be an option by the poor themselves, 
sustained by a solidaristic anger in face of poverty that denies the sacredness of life of every 
individual.   
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CHAPTER ONE: COLONIAL POWER AND WESTERN CHRISTIANITY AS THE ROOT OF 
ANTHROPOLOGICAL POVERTY IN SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA 
 
Introduction 
The anthropological poverty of African peoples is deeply rooted in systems of slavery, Western 
Christianity, and colonial powers. This section explores how the church absorbed and benefited 
from the colonial power in many ways that formed the foundation for the anthropological 
poverty of colonized people. The form of Western Christianity brought to colonized people 
was limited to “pastoral” and “spiritual” work, without challenging the alienation of the people 
from their local cultures by the colonizers.10 Both Western Christianity and colonial power 
greatly contributed to containing the African people in a state of total dependence.11  
Following Mveng, Jean Marc Ela described the collusion between the Church and the 
colonial states in French colonies12 and how the Gospel was used to justify the oppressive 
colonial power.13 Similarly, Katongole portrays the reinforcement of anthropological poverty 
in the Congo by missionaries.14 Both Ela and Katongole demonstrate the role played by the 
missionaries’ educational system in teaching the story of Africa as a ‘dark continent,’ one 
without history, with pagan traditions and social structures.  
 
10 Engelbert Mveng, L’Afrique dans l’église: paroles d’un croyant (Paris: L’Harmattan, 1985). 
11 Ibid., 207. 
12 Jean-Marc Ela, African Cry (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1986), 20. 
13 Jean-Marc Ela, My Faith as an African (Maryknoll, N.Y. : Orbis Books, 1988), 111–12.   
14 Emmanuel Katongole, The Sacrifice of Africa: A Political Theology for Africa, The Eerdmans Ekklesia 
Series (Grand Rapids, Mich: W.B. Eerdmans Pub, 2011), 70. 
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SECTION ONE: THE SCOPE OF MVENG’S ANTHROPOLOGICAL 
PAUPERIZATION AS ROOTED IN THE SLAVE TRADE 
 
Engelberg Mveng proceeds from the history of slavery, colonization, and postcolonial 
domination of African peoples. Pointing to the anthropological “annihilation”15 caused by this 
history, he advocates for the rehabilitation of the humanity of African people. Mveng’s 
thoughts on anthropological poverty are situated within the framework of the theology of 
liberation in black Africa. Aligning with black African theology, his intention is to retrieve the 
dignity and the cultural identity of the black person.16  
Mveng defines anthropological poverty as the dehumanization of the person—one is 
deprived not only of what one has or of what one is doing but also of who one is. 
Anthropological poverty is also “what happens when people are forced to live (survive) within 
a culture based on a world view which is oppressive to their ethos.”17 They are put in a 
dehumanizing circumstance like that of bringing African peoples as slaves “in chains, like a 
horse, a cow or a chicken.”18 Anthropologist Dona Richards, also known as Marimba Ani, 
understands “ethos” as a unique spirit, or spiritual being, that results from a shared cultural 
history.19 Anthropological poverty, therefore, implies that material, sociological, cultural, and 
religious or spiritual poverty intermingle. 
Material poverty implies a deprivation of the means of subsistence, which includes 
economic poverty. Michael E. Lee argues that material poverty is not only a deprivation of 
 
15 Hermann-Habib Kibangou, La vision mvengienne de la paupérisation anthropologique: une piste de 
réflexion philosophique sur le ntù (Saint-Denis: Éditions Edilivre Aparis, 2011), 60. 
16 Leonardo Boff, Virgilio P. Elizondo, and James Aitken Gardiner, eds., Theologies of the Third World: 
Convergences and Differences, Concilium 199 (Edinburgh, Scotland: T. & T. Clark, 1988), 24.  
17 Dona Richards, “Let The Circle Be Unbroken : The Implications of African-American Spirituality,” in 1st 
Pre-Colloquium of the 3rd World Festival of Negro Arts : “The World Dimensions of the Community of Black 
Peoples,” vol. 1st and 2nd Trimester (Présence Africaine Editions, 1981), 250, Stable URL: 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/24350836.  
18 Ibid., 257. 
19 Ibid., 250. 
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basic human rights, it is also “a violation of God’s loving will to see human flourishing”20 and 
it is a sin which involves many factors other than merely the economic factor.  
Sociological poverty, by contrast, suggests that one loses the social milieu that constitutes 
a source of human equilibrium. One suffers the loss of those human ties that help one stand 
straight in struggles.21 For Mveng, those resources and competencies which were provided by 
the traditional milieu were lost by the treatment of slavery and colonization, which led Africans 
to what he calls a déséquilibre nerveux (a nervous imbalance or some kind of mental illness).22  
Affective poverty can push people to offer themselves to exploitation, prostitution, and 
trade of their personhood23 while cultural poverty occurs when one comes to ignore one’s 
proper traditional heritage. Cultural poverty creates in one a sense of emptiness that leads to 
the search for value from outside one’s moral spheres.24 It refers to an impoverishment of 
values and becomes the denial of oneself as one imitates their new model for a valuable life. 
Such imitation brings desolation and misery because of the impossibility of appropriating the 
foreign values and the struggle to return to the traditional values. This accompanies a 
consciousness of one’s difficulty in taking a position, which creates pessimism and infantilism, 
as often observed in people called “les évolués.”25  
Dona Richards argues that culture is potentially political; destroying one’s cultural system 
equates to weakening one’s political power because cultural identification is a basis for 
political consciousness.26 She uses the concept “cultural violence,” which occurs when 
 
20 Michael E. Lee, “Gustavo Gutiérrez and Latin American Liberation Theology,” in T&T Clark Handbook 
of Political Theology, ed. Rubén Rosario Rodríguez, 1 [edition] (New York: T&T Clark, 2019), 247. 




25 Ibid., 82 [Emphasis mine]:Les évolués literally means “the advanced” referring to people who live 
according to the European Standard and culture while living in Congo. 
26 Richards, Yurugu : An Afrikan-Centered Critique of European Cultural Thought and Behavior, 6. 
 
 9 
Africans internalize the idea that they are destined or created to be controlled by Western 
countries—the ontological definition of Africans applied by Western ideology—to the effect 
of dampening their self-determination.27  
Richards also refers to Franz Boas who argued that “cultural inferiority” which is 
“Eurocentrically defined” leads to “self-hatred and self-denial among the Africans.”28 This 
cultural inferiority kills not merely the body but also the soul and the will—it breaks down 
people’s spiritual strength and enslaves them in their own home.29 Destruction of the 
ideological structures of Africans, therefore, was worse than the material destruction 
perpetrated under colonialism because it left the colonized without the foundations to form 
rational defenses.30  
Richards adds that slavery and colonialism set up mechanisms that prevent Africans from 
the realization of their collective consciousness will.31 Finally, religious poverty is the loss of 
the ancient religious systems and the ethics and worldview that sustained it. It is also a loss of 
rituals with their aesthetic, affective, socially and metaphysically enriching values.32 By the 
metaphysical values of the rituals, Mveng refers to the search for the “last ends,” the meaning 
and causes of the rituals that transcend the material world and life.  
Consequently, anthropological poverty implies a situation in which 
persons are bereft of their identity, their dignity, their freedom, their thought, their 
history, their language, their faith universe, and their basic creativity, deprived of all 
their rights, their hopes, their ambitions… they sink into a kind of poverty which no 
longer concerns only exterior or interior goods or possessions but strikes at the very 
being, essence, and dignity of the human person.33 
 
27 Ibid. 
28 Ibid., 408. 
29 Ibid., 429. 
30 Ibid., 427. 
31 Ibid., 24. 
32 Mveng, L’Afrique dans l’église: paroles d’un croyant, 81.  




Anthropological poverty is, therefore, a political problem that intermingles with forms of 
spiritual and moral poverty that are as devastating as the material.34 It deprives people from 
believing in their capacity as human beings to do well and build a better life.  
Habib Kibangou’s thoughts on Mveng’s vision of pauperization stress the larger 
institutional and international factors in anthropological poverty, which are helpful to 
understand the scope of this concept. For Kibangou, Mveng’s concept of anthropological 
pauperization takes place on five levels: The first one is structural impoverishment. It is rooted 
in the historical circumstances of colonization and political independence. It alienates the 
essence of state structures in such a way that they continue to reflect the machinery of 
colonization in a postcolonial era. Pre-colonial African empires, kingdoms, or dynasties are 
erased and replaced by European states’ organizational structures.35  
The second form of pauperization is pseudo-philanthropic impoverishment, implemented 
by a set of mechanisms that maintain colonized people in a state of dependence. In the name 
of philanthropy, Africans are kept prisoners of subsidies and other forms of assistance.36 The 
third kind is the corruptive pauperization characterized by the politics of greed and plundering 
of resources not only by colonizers, but also by the African leaders themselves. The fourth 
form is that of national debt of various African countries to Western countries or the European 
Monetary Fund that keeps Africans in a kind of economic slavery. Mveng sees this fourth 
category as overwhelming, shattering, and oppressive. The fifth and last category is that of 
cultural pauperization, which hinges on Africans ignoring their history and culture.  
 
34 Ibid., 155–56. 
35 Kibangou, La vision mvengienne de la paupérisation anthropologique, 61–64.  
36 Ibid., 65. 
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Two examples illustrate the cultural pauperization. First, almost all state Constitutions in 
Africa are written in European languages inherited from former colonizers which are not 
understood by the majority of the people in several countries. Second, virtually all school 
manuals come from Western countries. This implies a loss of essential cultural and spiritual 
values.37  
All of the layers of pauperization put colonized people at the margins. They create, for the 
Africans, an existence devoid of genuine humanity. Consequently, for Mveng, black Africans 
live existentially alienated from themselves and relate to others from within this diminished 
existence.38 The slave trade began the process of anthropological poverty that Mveng calls 
“anthropological annihilation,”39 a process that gradually enforced the belief that the Africans 
were lesser beings.40 Richards reinforces this point in saying: 
The trade in African lives and the enslavement of African beings by Europeans 
constituted the most thoroughly destructive act ever to be perpetrated by one group of 
people upon another. That is so because of a combination of factors which created a 
unique historical circumstance. To begin with, within the setting of our enslavement, 
the ideology of white supremacy was systematically reinforced by a set of interlocking 
mechanisms and patterns which functioned to deny the validity of an African 
humanity.41 
 
Richards also adds that, “the system and circumstance of slavery in New Europe sought to 
destroy African value, African self-image and self-concept. The African universe was 
disrupted. It became dysfunctional as the sense of order that it offered, dissolved.”42 
In the African slave trade, millions of people were sold and sent to America. They were 
likened to beasts and exploited over three centuries in plantations of the so-called “New 
 
37 Ibid., 67–71. 
38 Ibid., 71–72. 
39 Mveng, L’Afrique dans l’église: paroles d’un croyant, 85–87.   
40 Kibangou, La vision mvengienne de la paupérisation anthropologique, 55.  
41 Richards, “Let The Circle Be Unbroken : The Implications of African-American Spirituality,” 257.  
42 Ibid., 258. 
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World.” The African slave trade varied over time and included the slavery that was practiced 
among Africans themselves in complicity with the Europeans slave traders.43 To illustrate, 
slavery in the Kingdom of Kongo44 included the slavery performed by the European and Arab 
slave traders who captured hundreds of thousands of slaves (men and women) from the 
kingdom of Kongo alone. By the 1530s, thousands of slaves were shipped as merchandise from 
the Congo River overseas. In the 1600s, fifteen thousand slaves were shipped every year from 
the kingdom. Many of those who were exported to the Americas came from the Kongo.45 There 
are archival records and archeological evidence tracing the presence of earliest slaves from 
Kongo in the United States back to the seventeenth through nineteenth centuries. The three 
regions of the United States which are known to have received a significant number of Kongo 
peoples are “the Georgia and South Carolina Low country, Louisiana, and the Chesapeake Bay 
region.”46 This fact suggests that the United States, through its history of slavery, is more 
connected with the Congo than it is acknowledged. 
 
43 Jason K. Stearns, Dancing in the Glory of Monsters: The Collapse of the Congo and the Great War of 
Africa, 1st ed (New York: Public Affairs, 2011), 215.  
44The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica argue that “Kongo: Historical Kingdom, Africa,” in Encyclopedia 
Britannica (The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica, January 15, 2018), https://www.britannica.com/place/Kongo-
historical-kingdom-Africa. [emphasize that]:  “Kongo, former kingdom in west-central Africa, located south of the 
Congo River (present-day Angola and Democratic Republic of the Congo). According to traditional accounts, the 
kingdom was founded by Lukeni lua Nimi about 1390. Originally, it was probably a loose federation of small 
polities, but, as the kingdom expanded, conquered territories were integrated as a royal patrimony. Soyo and Mbata 
were the two most powerful provinces of the original federation; other provinces included Nsundi, Mpangu, 
Mbamba, and Mpemba. The capital of the kingdom was Mbanza Kongo. The capital and its surrounding area were 
densely settled—more so than other towns in and near the kingdom. This allowed the manikongo (king of Kongo) 
to keep close at hand the manpower and supplies necessary to wield impressive power and centralize the state.” See 
also: Magloirer Mpembi Nkosi, Kimpa Vita: la fille de Ne Kongo (Paris: Anibwé, 2012), 277. [Mpembi Nkosi 
traces the origine of the Kingdom of Kongo from the people named Kongo who originally came from the dispersion 
of black people from the Nile Valley of Egypt into Africa. Such a dispersion occurs when the XXVIIth Persian 
dynasty was installed in Egypt in 525. The Kingdom of Kongo was shared as a piece of cake among France, 
Belgium, and Portugal in 1885 by the Berlin Conference].  
45 Adam Hochschild, King Leopold’s Ghost: A Story of Greed, Terror, and Heroism in Colonial Africa, 1st 
Mariner Books ed (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1999), 9–11.  
46 Susan Cooksey, Robin Poynor, and Hein Vanhee, “Kongo Across the Waters. Exhibition Preview,” 
African Arts 46, no. 4 (Winter 2013): 79.  
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Slave hunting was performed by Arab and European slave-traders in complicity with local 
chiefs. Twenty-five Francs per person was the usual price of a slave around the years 1897–
1900. All men and women of Kongo witnessed slave traders’ atrocities. Sick persons were 
thrown alive into rivers.47 Babies were abandoned on the roads and forests to die or to be eaten 
by animals just because they prevented enslaved mothers from being able to carry foodstuffs, 
which included smoked human flesh and cooking pots for the slave-traders. Men and women 
were tied up—six, eight, or ten in number—with cords. They knew that the life of a goat was 
more valued than theirs and that they were to be killed if they were not strong enough to carry 
a goat for the slave masters.48 Women or men were taken by canoe across rivers to white men’s 
towns to be sold and given religious instruction.  
Mveng underlines the fact that the slave trade was massively the doing of Christian Europe, 
looking for gold for the benefit of the Christian kings.49 King Afonso I’s50 letter to the king of 
Portugal João III in 1526 is illustrative:  
Each day the traders are kidnapping our people—children of this country, sons of our 
nobles and vassals, even people of our own family… This corruption and depravity are 
so widespread that our land is entirely depopulated… We need in this kingdom only 
priests and schoolteachers, and no merchandise, unless it is wine and flour for Mass… 
It is our wish that this kingdom not be a place for the trade or transport of slaves.51 
 
King Afonso’s statement shows how slavery worked side by side with Western Christianity to 
which King Afonso seemed to have been converted. The fact that the African leaders worked 
side by side with slave traders and Western Christianity is another factor that led to the 
anthropological pauperization of African peoples. For Mveng, even if the slave trade happened 
 
47 Hochschild, King Leopold’s Ghost, 128–31. 
48 Ibid., 133. 
49 Ibid, 204. 
50 Affonseo Ist. was the king of the Kingdom of Kongo who gained the throne since 1506 for nearly 40 years. 
51 Hochschild, King Leopold’s Ghost, 133.  
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in the past, it is still happening in many ways and is threatening contemporary African society 
more than material poverty.52 As the political scientist William Faulkner put it, “the past is 
never dead, it is not even past.”53 Indeed, many abused of women in contemporary war-zones 
in Sub-Saharan Africa are similar to those of those of women over slavery and colonial period.  
The second historical event that founded the anthropological poverty of African people is 
colonization. For Mveng, it is in the collusion between colonial powers and Western 
Christianity that the anthropological poverty of colonized people came to be reinforced. On 
the one hand, he posits that African people were held in total dependence and “annihilated” by 
both the colonial power and church. Colonization denied Africans not only what is today called 
human rights but also their humanity. The marks of such a denial last even in the postcolonial 
period.54 For Katongole, the future of Christianity in Africa will depend on its ability to provide 
Christianity with the resources to face this social history.55 The proposal that the Church’s 
teaching on the preferential option for the poor should include the poverty of women is to be 
inscribed within the quest for such resources. 
Katongole recalls that King Leopold’s reign in the Congo in the late seventeenth century 
did coincide with the work and spread of Christianity within the region. Despite the valuable 
work of building churches and schools of missionaries, “Christianity by and large remained in 
the background of King Leopold’s civilization mission.”56 The missionaries accepted a 
Western view of Christianity as a religion whose proper area of competency was “pastoral” 
 
52 Engelbert Mveng and B. L. Lipawing, Théologie, libération et cultures africaines: dialogue sur 
l’anthropologie négro-africaine, Essai (Yaoundé [Cameroun], : Paris: C.L.E. ; Présence africaine, 1996), 65.  
53 Cited by Hochschild, King Leopold’s Ghost, 135. 
54 Mveng, L’Afrique dans l’église: paroles d’un croyant, 203.  
55 Cited by Elizabeth Knowles, ed., What They Didn’t Say: A Book of Misquotations (Oxford ; New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2006), 86.  
56 Mveng, L’Afrique dans l’église: paroles d’un croyant, 203. 
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and “spiritual.” Missionaries could receive the dying children and people in their hospitals and 
schools after the abuses of the King, and yet continue to pray for the great King Leopold II.  
Katongole considers that “the root of the problem [which explains the challenges faced by 
Africa, including poverty] is that Christianity in Africa has failed to become a way of life, but 
has remained a spiritual affair.”57 An affair without any positive change on human life in such 
a way that one can understand how the most Christianized country like Rwanda ended up with 
a genocide performed in churches, the same place where people used to gather to pray. 
According to the American author, journalist, and lecturer Adam Hochschild, missionaries 
acted as observers on the battlefield.58 He illustrates this using the words of a nun in 1892–
1893, describing how only 62 of 108 schoolgirls survived a forced march to the state colony 
in Boma (western DR Congo). The mother superior who was supposed to receive and attend 
to the girls wrote to the colonial state official that “Several of the little girls were so sickly on 
their arrival that... our good sisters couldn’t save them, but all had the happiness of receiving 
Holy Baptism; they are now little angels praying for our great king.”59 This statement suggests 
that pastoral and religious works had to be done even if such works endorsed the 
dehumanization of the native people.  
In fact, in general, the Christian church did not condemn slavery as such; it only condemned 
the export of slaves to powers or places that were in hands of “heretics.”60 To illustrate, 
Thornton mentions that in July 7th of 1708, a Capuchin61 priest named Lorenzo stood before a 
 
57 Katongole, The Sacrifice of Africa, 20. 
58 Ibid., 18.  
59 Ibid., 107. 
60Hochschild, King Leopold’s Ghost, 172. 
61 The order of Capuchin is a 16th century reform of the Franciscan Order, recognized by the Church as a 
legitimate branch of the Order of Friars Minor founded by Saint Francis of Assisi. The Capuchins are known to 
have been one of the leaders of the counter Reformation and for taking the Gospel the end of the earth. 
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multitude of Africans to be sent into slavery to Brazil, and “he prayed for good luck on the 
voyage.”62 As long as they were not sent to heretic islands, it was alright. He even considered 
that the inhuman conditions under which the slaves were shipped were a means for them “to 
extirpate their sins and acquire great merits for their soul.”63 Thus, missionaries embraced a 
Christianity that sought to alleviate actual suffering without questioning the ways such 
suffering came to be. 
Jean Marc Ela confirms the view of a Christian mission oriented toward pastoral works 
without challenging the ways native people were dehumanized. Missionaries played a great 
role in building churches and schools with colonial government’s funds and raised from them 
other funds for evangelization. The idea that native people knew nothing and had to be almost 
recreated as human beings gave credibility to the myth of the inferiority and dependence of 
black African people.64 As Richards explains: 
[European] ideology dictated that they create “inferior objects” in order for their self-
concepts to function “positively” within the context of their value-system. 
“Functioning positively” meant relating as “superiors” to “inferior” beings. If they 
could not make themselves feel superior, they were nothing: they were defeated in 
terms of their own ethos and world-view in which pleasure was derived only from 
power and control. Europeans created an inhuman circumstance in which to enslave 
African humanity.65 
 
While Ela recognizes that missionaries did contribute to educating African leaders so that they 
could resist colonial abuses, he also argues that the nineteenth century Europeans continued to 
believe they were to remake the inferior black race in their white image, which they believed 
was a “perfect specimen of humanity.”66 They thought of themselves as the “guides and tutors 
 
62Ibid., 135. 
63John Thornton, The Kongolese Saint Anthony: Dona Beatriz Kimpa Vita and the Antonian Movement, 1684 
- 1706 (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1998), 102. 
64 Thornton, The Kongolese Saint Anthony, 204.  
65 Ibid., 206.  
66 Ela, My Faith as an African, 17–19.  
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of the inferior races.”67 Richards reinforces this point, saying that Europeans compelled 
Africans to admit an inferior rank and to consider that they were fairly outcast.68 They did all 
this through pastoral and spiritual works. Meanwhile, their missions in French colonies 
enjoyed the protection and prerogatives of colonial civil authorities and acquired vast domains 
for their works as we can still see today.  
Ela illustrates this with the example of Archbishop Prosper Augouard (1852–1911), who 
“was decorated not only as a mission founder, but also as a servant of the French presence in 
the middle Congo.”69 Thus, for many years, Christianity was a religion of the West that 
propagated a manner of being Christian that denied the integration of local cultures and failed 
to challenge the very root and continued mechanisms of anthropological poverty. Thus, Ela 
argues, “Africans must be given the opportunity to speak their faith with the words of their 
languages and the signs of their cultures.”70 In other words, they must be able to enculturate 
Christianity. 
 
SECTION TWO: ANTHROPOLOGICAL POVERTY AND THE COLLUSION OF WESTERN 
CHRISTIANITY-COLONIAL POWER. 
 
The allotment of the continent by the Berlin Conference (1884–1885) also strengthened the 
dependence and the view of African people as inferior beings. It constituted one of the many 
ways through which the anthropological poverty of the African continent was reinforced. For 
example, “following negotiations among European powers in the 1880s, the Kongo region was 
divided among three colonizing states—Belgium, Portugal, and France—which further 
 
67 Richards, “Let The Circle Be Unbroken : The Implications of African-American Spirituality,” 257. 
68 Ela, African Cry, 21.  
69 Ibid.  
70 Richards, Yurugu : An Afrikan-Centered Critique of European Cultural Thought and Behavior, 429. 
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monopolized the economic and political development of the region.” Thus, this allotment 
separated the people according to colonizers as slavery did,71 reinforcing their impoverishment.  
The modern DR Congo is itself an invention of the West dating back to the Berlin 
Conference. As a result, most of the people who make up the modern DR Congo have ancestors 
in neighboring countries. This is the case for the Bakongo community, including Beatrice 
Kimpa Vita,72 who was born in Angola, but whose familial legacy is legitimately claimed by 
Gabon, Congo-Brazzaville, the DR Congo, and Angola, each of which has a piece of the old 
kingdom. This is one of the reasons why my postcolonial theology, even though it tries to focus 
on the Congo, must go beyond the current geographical borders of the Congo. It would be 
anachronistic to use the current Congolese borders to define an era prior to these borders. For 
the same reason, my audience too is broader than the DR Congo. 
The impoverishment of African colonized people was also reinforced by the story of 
colonization that depicted Europeans as having goodwill and Africans, on the other hand, as 
unfit for liberation. This is seen in the proclamation of colonizers like Jules Ferry, a 
spokesperson of Left Republicanism in France, that Africans are childlike and inferior.73 Ferry 
argues that, 
Il faut dire ouvertement que les races supérieures ont un droit vis-à-vis des races 
inférieures. Je répète qu'il y a pour les races supérieures un droit, parce qu'il y a un devoir 
pour elles. Elles ont le devoir de civiliser les races inférieures (28 juillet 1885).74 
 
 
71 Ela, African Cry, 22.  
72 [Emphasis mine]: One of the women’s leaders whose agency and spirituality will be explored in the third 
chapter. 
73 Ibid., 119.  
74 Cooksey, Poynor, and Vanhee, “Kongo Across the Waters. Exhibition Preview,” 82. Mveng, L’Afrique 
dans l’église: paroles d’un croyant, 204. Translated as: “It must be said openly that the superior races have a right 
vis-à-vis the inferior races. I repeat that there is a right for the superior races, because there is a duty for them. 
They have a duty to civilize the inferior races (July 28, 1885).” 
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Missionaries themselves were caught in this belief of superiority of the white race, as they 
interpreted what happened in Berlin as good for the native people of Africa, a philanthropic 
campaign and moral duty of a “more human” race over the “less human” one of the dark 
worlds. Missionaries accompanied French and Belgian flags to the borders of Congo. It is true 
that missionaries gave to Africa a horrifying image of itself.75  
Without directly speaking to the concept of anthropological poverty, both Ela and 
Katongole implicitly reinforce Mveng’s insights by showing the role played by the 
missionaries’ educational system in teaching the story of Africa as a ‘dark continent,’ 
considering its traditions and social structures as pagan. For Katongole, missionaries and 
colonial masters were like birds of the same plumage, supporting each other’s work, and not 
easily distinguishable.76 The ontological and infrastructural frameworks they constructed in 
colonial Africa continues to characterize the politics and economy of post-colonial African 
nation-states. 
For Mveng, missionaries intended to be charitable in works regarding schools, catechesis, 
hospitals, leprosy colonies, etc. However, they did not challenge the perversion of the colonial 
systems nor did they understand that the colonization system was a work of anthropological 
pauperization and enforced servitude. He cites bishops, such as Carret in Cameroon, who did 
not hesitate to enroll as propagandists of the colonial system. He also refers to the bishop 
Augouard in the Congo who praised the colonial systems without discretion and to Cardinal 
Lavigerie who discretely negotiated the occupation of Africa by the colonial power in the name 
of civilization.77  
 
75 Mveng, L’Afrique dans l’église: paroles d’un croyant, 207. 
76 Katongole, The Sacrifice of Africa, 129. 
77 Mveng, L’Afrique dans l’église: paroles d’un croyant, 207. 
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Thus, the alienation of African cultures developed in many ways under the collusion of the 
colonial power and the church. The first way is through what Mveng calls the politics of table 
rase (or, the throwing into flames of the treasures of traditional African art after many local 
practices including religious ceremonies, traditional medicine, and artisanal techniques were 
coded as evil or diableries).78 Mveng reflects on the obstinacy of missionaries in considering 
every African practice as pagan and calls such obstinacy a direct aggression against traditional 
culture. He concludes that the table rase practice led to the crisis of African identity or crisis 
of depersonalization.79 This table rase is also pointed out by Musa Dube when she references 
The Matabele Mission, edited by J.P. Wallis, saying that “the habits and modes of thinking 
have been broken up,” to prepare for the seed of the Christian God.80  
The second way through which alienation occurs is through schools and catechesis. To 
illustrate, missionaries who landed in Congo dedicated time to study African languages and 
traditions in order to transmit the Christian message in schools and catechesis. Such a 
transmission totally ignored the traditional cultural patrimony of Africa. Missionaries who 
worked in Cameroon, Gabon, Togo, Dahomey, Cabinda, Uganda, Tanganyika, and elsewhere 
followed the same scheme and edited books on grammar, dictionaries, school manuals, and 
journals along with the sacred texts. They also edited books of prayers and catechesis that they 
used in schools built by colonial powers.81  The same documents that were used to teach 
European children were transposed inorganically onto African peoples without considering the 
context within which they were supposed to be received. These methods of tutelage did not 
 
78 Ibid., 72. 
79 Ibid., 75. 
80 Musa W. Dube Shomanah, ed., Other Ways of Reading: African Women and the Bible, Global Perspectives 
on Biblical Scholarship, no. 2 (Atlanta, GA : Geneva: Society of Biblical Literature ; WCC Publications, 2001), 
64. 
81 Mveng, L’Afrique dans l’église: paroles d’un croyant, 73. 
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consider the local cultures that could help form African Christians. Rather, they destroyed 
them. For example, the main task of missionaries in Benin, Congo, and Sierra-Leone since the 
sixteenth century was to go after the so called “fetishes”82 and make people get rid of them.83 
For Richards, “cultural violence” was the work of the collusion of colonial power and 
Christianity. Christianity focused on salvation of the individual in contrast to the 
communalistic African worldview. Children, in entering schools, cut ties with their traditions 
and rites of initiation that were considered backward, heathen, and devilish. They cut ties with 
all institutions that gave them a sense of safety and identity. They were forced to change their 
names and to be docile, humble, and obedient to their colonial masters. They were pressed to 
depreciate African languages, speak European ones, and imitate and value European behavior 
and cultures more than their own.84 Concerning the alienation of local cultures, Katongole 
argues that “all local history was devalued as “folklore,” “animism,” “paganism,” “barbarism,” 
and a host of other “isms.” They were considered “retrogressive tribalism” and it was taken for 
granted that the project of colonization would bring about “civilization.”85 Hochschild 
reinforces Mveng’s view of colonial schools as vehicles of cultural annihilation. He explains 
that in Leopold’s Congo, “state colonies were the only state-funded schools for Africans”86 
and technical schools of Catholic missionaries were used to train personnel for colonial 
industrial companies. Missionaries had to prepare native people that the colonial powers 
 
82 See Vincent Mulago Gwa Cikala M., La religion traditionnelle des bantu et leur vision du monde, p. 13 : 
“African religion has been designated by the term fetishism. Vincent Mulago, a Congolese theologian (Kinshasa), 
in his book La religion traditionnelle des Bantu et leur vision du monde, Mulago means by Fetishism “all non-
Christian worship; it would be according to Lalande, "the use and worship of fetishes, that is to say, small 
material objects considered as the incarnation or at least as the correspondence of a spirit and consequently as 
possessing a magical power.”  
83 Mveng, L’Afrique dans l’église: paroles d’un croyant, 74.  
84 Richards, Yurugu : An Afrikan-Centered Critique of European Cultural Thought and Behavior, 428. 
85 Katongole, The Sacrifice of Africa, 67. 
86 Hochschild, King Leopold’s Ghost, 135.  
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needed.87 Thus, missionaries and the colonial schools opened up a future crisis of identity from 
which the African continent is still suffering until today.88  
In my view, colonial schools in collusion with missionaries’ education opened up what 
Mveng calls pseudo-philanthropic pauperization and economic slavery. They built an 
extraverti cultural scheme of education that created domination and dependence that continues 
today. The concept of extraverti is a French word. It means something turned outward. It 
includes the politics of "table rase," indicating that cultures are turned toward sources that are 
external to their inheritance. Schools provided an education that deported the colonized outside 
of themselves. Despite the high number of students who graduate every year in different 
educational programs, the DR Congo still depends on European funds to improve people's 
living conditions. Besides, the politics of table rase, schools, and catechesis were not the sole 
tools through which collusion between the colonial state and church came about.   
The third way through which alienation took place was employment into colonial factories 
of some natives already educated by missionaries. In the mid-nineteenth century, colonial 
governments took interest in missionary schools and associated them into their works of 
colonization. In the case of the Congo, Leopold, king of Belgium, sumptuously subsidized the 
Catholic schools and “sometimes used [his] financial power to deploy priests, almost as if they 
were soldiers, to areas where he wanted to strengthen his influence.”89 Some bishops’ 
correspondence illustrates this, praising the work of missionaries in teaching the native people 
to read and write, and to work in colonial factories.90 This third way displays the ways the 
 
87 Mveng, L’Afrique dans l’église: paroles d’un croyant, 76.  
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corruptive dimension of pauperization of Africans came to be reinforced in post-colonial era. 
Such a pauperization is well described by Katongole, Jason K. Stearns, and Hochschild. 
Katongole argues that parts of Africa continue to function under the scheme of colonial 
practices of alienation and under the “same law of plunder and greed.” The actors have 
changed, but the characters remain unchanged.91 As Thomas Sankara92 adds, “In essence, 
colonial society and neocolonial society differed not at all. The colonial administration was 
replaced by a neocolonial administration identical to it in every respect...”93 Regarding the 
killing and plundering, a good illustration of Sankara’s statement is the Congo’s most recent 
decimation of over five to eight million people since the Rwandan genocide. For Katongole, 
“the entire project of the civilization of the Congo was tied up with the rubber economy.”94 
Scenes of scrambling and killing in the Congo were described by Stearns who stated that, 
In 1885, during the scramble to divide Africa among colonial powers, King Leopold II 
of Belgium claimed the country as his personal fiefdom. He set up the Congo Free 
State, a private enterprise, and during the rubber boom of the 1890s the country became 
a key source of latex for car and bicycle tires. Colonial officers created a draconian 
system of forced labor during which they killed or mutilated hundreds of thousands and 
pushed millions of others to starvation or death from disease.95 
 
They are also described through some songs of laments recorded by a Swedish missionary:  
We are tired of living under this tyranny 
We cannot endure that our women and children are taken away 
And dealt with by the white savages 
We shall make war… 
We know we shall die, but we want to die, We want to die.96 
 
91 Katongole, The Sacrifice of Africa, 15.  
92 Carina Ray, “Thomas Sankara President of Burkina Faso,” Encyclopedia Britannica, accessed February 15, 
2020, https://www.britannica.com/biography/Thomas-Sankara “Thomas Sankara, (born December 21, 1949, 
Yako, Upper Volta [now Burkina Faso]—died October 15, 1987, Ouagadougou, Burkina Faso), military officer 
and proponent of Pan-Africanism who was installed as president of Upper Volta (later Burkina Faso) in 1983 
after a military coup. He held that position until 1987, when he was killed during another coup.”   
93 Thomas Sankara, Thomas Sankara Speaks: The Burkina Faso Revolution, 1983-1987, 2nd ed (New York: 
Pathfinder Press, 2007), 35.  
94 Katongole, The Sacrifice of Africa, 12.  
95 Stearns, Dancing in the Glory of Monsters, 6–7.  




Katongole concludes that the famous dictator-killers of some African modern states display 
the colonial plundering and killing mindset. To understand the current political actors, one 
needs to locate them in the social history of colonialism.97 The Congo is like a ghost, for it 
“continues to hold Africa in its enchanted grip—a grip made more horrific and inescapable by 
its invisibility.”98 Such understanding of the history of colonialism calls upon that of 
anthropological poverty as developed by Mveng, and explains how the postcolonial stories of 
Congo and of many other African countries remain the same, those of a “'magnificent African 
cake,’ a feast to be consumed.”99 The majority of African political leaders continue to act as if 
the continent was a consumable good for themselves and those who serve their interests. 
The fourth type of alienation occurred through the participation of both Catholics and 
Protestant missionaries in the Commission for the Protection of the Natives established by 
King Leopold. This commission did not have the freedom, consciousness, or the means to 
address the abuses of native people. The only task it was able to perform was merely to inform 
the state authorities in European cities about the abuses in the colonies.100 
The fifth form of alienation arose through missionary work with the chiefs and political 
leaders at very local levels as well as more broadly. Some of the chiefs, once baptized, made 
Christianity the religion of entire countries. In the Congo, local leaders who became pastors 
became themselves partisans of a total rupture with local practices. They preached a 
Christianity that culminated with Westernization, with the result that new Christians were 
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obliged to take on European behaviors, speak English or French, go to European schools, dress 
as white people, and practice European medicine and hygiene.101  
Sixth, the colluding missionary-colonial state is also displayed in the so-called texts of le 
regime dit d’indigénat in French colonies until the conference of Brazzaville in 1944. Such a 
regime is a perfect example of the ways the colonial system struck at the very being, essence, 
and human dignity of the colonized. The indigénat translates to the “Native Code.”102 This 
code of law was applied to colonial subjects and lasted nearly sixty years before being 
abolished in 1947.103 It was colonialism’s most important, severe punishment toolkit and 
provided legal justification of the punishments. It included many dehumanizing punishments 
such as: (1) Making men and women spend days and nights in rivers and lakes until they drown. 
(2) Stuffing several recalcitrant taxpayers into small dwellings in which they would die, 
suffocating. (3) Imprisoning and killing men and women who were accused of a bad attitude 
when it came to paying taxes. Some were jailed in conditions that led them to die of cerebral 
hemorrhage. The indigénat was not only a set of sanctions, but also the colonial power’s state 
of being in French colonial regimes.104 Missionaries, in general, did not stand against such a 
regime. On the contrary they were ready to baptize those who were dying when it was time. 
In Leopold’s rubber system, the king’s soldiers’ commander performed unimaginable 
atrocities the extent to which the identity and life of the colonized were reduced to nothing. 
They cut off hundreds and thousands of hands of native people—men, women, and children—
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to prove how many were killed105 and to prove that cartridges had not been wasted.106 They 
wrapped people alive in a net attached to a stone and threw them into the river.107 Any human 
being, man and woman, who is exposed to such dehumanizing treatment can truly be 
destroyed.  
The indigénat regime created an overwhelming state of anthropological impoverishment 
for those under it, and for future generations who heard about it. The fitting concept to describe 
what can happen after experiencing such atrocity is that of erasing one’s existence. It is an 
anthropological destruction. For Mveng, inhumane treatment by the colonizers destroyed the 
Africans’ traditional security system. It created a double complex, dependence and insecurity, 
which in turn led to poverty and denouement.108 Several resistances to such dehumanizing 
treatment were counted in the Congo. They include Simon Kimbangu’s foundation of the 
Church of Jesus Christ on Earth before he was jailed and killed in prison, and the revolt of the 
Batetela people.109  
Before concluding this section, it is important to acknowledge that the relationship between 
missionaries and colonial states was not always one of collusion.110 In some colonies, 
missionaries diverged from the colonial power. Hochschild refers to a Swedish Baptist 
missionary, E.V. Sjöblom, who continually and forcefully criticized King Leopold in the late 
1890s and published details on the plundering of the Congo’s rubber. He delivered speeches 
denouncing the terrors around Congo’s rubber, some of which were published in the Swedish 
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press in 1896.111 A second example is that of the Congolese youth, converted to Christianity, 
Isidore Bakanja who was killed in 1909 by his white colonial master for praying the rosary. 
Bakanja’s master did not want to hear about the Christian faith and wanted to stop him from 
practicing the Christian religion.112  
Even though the collusion of missionary-colonial power was a general trend, it should not 
be generalized to all and every single missionary. For years, some missionaries were helpless 
witnesses, but at some points they did denounce the atrocities of the Belgian Congo, providing 
pictures of devastated villages, severed hands, and children with missing hands and feet.113 
Many were among those who led what Stearns calls “the first international human rights 
campaign,” to stop the brutality of colonial officers who killed hundreds of thousands of people 
in the Congo in the 1890s.114  
Anthropological poverty and alienation from African cultures continued in the postcolonial 
period in many ways. Mveng argues that the state of dependence and the view of Africans as 
inferior beings were maintained through neocolonial mechanisms like the concept of 
development and underdevelopment and the structural monetary debt. He acknowledges that 
in many African countries, material poverty removes humane conditions and dignity and 
reduces people to the condition of animals. Most importantly, such poverty has been accepted 
by Africans themselves. As he puts it, 
In accepting the notion of underdevelopment, we condemn ourselves to a state of 
inferiority, which serves to justify the activity of those who enslave and dominate us… 
[and want us to believe] we are inferior beings. We hold a position beneath their level 
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of development, below the normal condition of human beings living in dignity. At any 
rate, this is the worldview of our oppressors.115 
 
Kibangou supports Mveng, explaining that, in neocolonialism, anthropological poverty is 
linked to financial debt116 as manifested through structural adjustment and the Heavily 
Indebted Poor Countries’ (HIPC’s) initiatives.117 In addition to structural poverty, African 
societies are subjected to “annihilation” and subjugation by being deprived of both political 
and economic sovereignty, impoverished, and reduced to a state of indebtedness, begging, and 
possessing neither means nor powers.118 They are obliged to prostrate themselves to 
industrialized countries and the International Monetary Fund. Overwhelmed by debt, they 
agree to comply with conditions that render them poorer.  
Other structures of dependence include the power industry and its factories, which need 
the raw material—the third world’s gold, uranium, oil, and coltan, which produce political 
poverty and misery. They make the native peoples feel like strangers in their own land. They 
dispose of the resources belonging to the native peoples, as if they belong to the rest of the 
world and not to themselves. For Mveng, “nothing escapes this systematic, universal 
commandeering of resources, neither our states nor our human communities or, least at all, 
individuals.”119 Its “domination deforms not only politics but also language-logos itself—and 
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those who utter it.”120 Colonial powers affect not only the external limits of the globe, but also 
the scope of subjectivity,121 nailing one into a kind of poverty that affects one’s very being.  
 
SECTION THREE: ON THE CRITIQUES OF MVENG’S ANTHROPOLOGICAL POVERTY 
The anthropologist Alexander Bazié (1997) criticized Mveng’s use of anthropological poverty 
for its focus on the annihilation of the very being of Africans. He argues that there is a problem 
with the concept itself. Bazié considers that even if we grant that such a poverty deeply touches 
the very being of Africans, it cannot be said that it irremediably corrupts their essence in such 
a way that makes the colonized African a different species (Bazié 1997, 102 n. 342). According 
to Bazié, if dignity is truly lost, then the individual is no longer a human. For him, inner worth 
may be denied to the person, but he/she will still have it.122  
René Heyer,123 in turn, adds that Mveng’s concept of anthropological poverty is 
contextualized. Heyer distinguishes anthropological pauperization from human poverty, as the 
latter was used in 1994 and in 2010 by the United Nations as part of a multidimensional poverty 
index. He questions why Mveng did not focus on human poverty instead, which refers to the 
lack and deprivations that qualitatively obstruct human capacities.124 However, Heyer 
considered Mveng’s concepts of “annihilation” or “pauperization” justified by the very fact 
that the 28 million Africans were displaced by the slave ships, millions more died by the 
ravages caused by the European pandemics, including 2 million deaths in South Saharan Africa 
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from Spanish flu alone. These deaths reduced the Sub Saharan African population from 17% 
of the total world population to 7%.125  
Heyer also argues that Mveng’s anthropological poverty goes beyond the two levels of 
dignity distinguished by Emmanuel Kant. In Kant’s conception of dignity, on the one hand, 
there is dignity in the acquisition of whatever has a price, but this dignity can be lost. On the 
other hand, there is the inalterable dignity of all rational beings, including criminals,126 
grounded in autonomy and above any price, which can never be lost.127 For Kant, a person,  
is not to be valued merely as a means to the ends of others or even to his own ends, but 
as an end in himself, that is, he possesses a dignity (an absolute inner worth) by which 
he exacts respect for himself from all other rational beings in the world. He can measure 
himself with every other being of this kind and value himself on a footing of equality 
with them. Humanity in his person is the object of the respect which he can demand 
from every other man, but which he must also not forfeit.128 
 
This understanding of the person goes beyond the comprehension of human being as endowed 
with reason, autonomy, and capabilities.129 It is rooted in the inner worth of the person. Heyer, 
however, raises the question of whether the deprivations of humans of their cultures, 
languages, stories, realities, and spaces would make these persons less human, depriving them 
from this inalterable dignity. He would agree with Mveng that it is not only the philosophical 
or ethnological that is the matter here, but rather the ontological. Beyond annihilating the 
cultures and traditions, the being of the people enslaved and colonized has been annihilated as 
well. Thus, for Heyer, we should not be shocked by the idea that a human can be made non-
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human; rather we should be scandalized by the colonizers structures that have been able to 
destroy African civilizations and the anthropological value of the African person.130  
All the above facts justify Mveng’s claim that the denial of the personhood of the enslaved 
and the colonized Africans did root their anthropological poverty.  I argue that anthropological 
poverty did and is still corrupting African people’s sense of their inner worth, turning the 
humanity of Africans into weakness and propagating the idea that “to be European was to have 
value; to be African [is] to be without personal worth.”131 Anthropological poverty continues 
to shape the mentality of people of the DR Congo, even in the postcolonial period. It is 
displayed through expressions such as “muzungu ni muzungu” (Swahili) or “Mundele azali 
kaka mundele” (Lingala),132 meaning that a white man is cleverer than a black man. Mveng’s 
endeavor was to lead Africans to question mechanisms that make the DR Congo’s people 
believe that “muzungu ni muzungu” as well as their roots in colonialism.  
While agreeing with Heyer that anthropological poverty is devastating and should not be 
overlooked, I believe that Bazié is right. A person’s dignity is God-given. No matter how 
anthropologically impoverished a person may be, their dignity may be denied by those external 
to them, refused, unrecognized, but it can never be taken away. It may be treated as if it were 
annihilated, but it still exists. The research in this thesis is concerned with the affirmation of 
such dignity, the sacredness of life, and the inner worth of each individual Congolese and 
African person. It is to reaffirm such inner worth that Mveng resorts to addressing 
anthropological poverty. These theological themes constitute the calls from God-self to his 
people to stand against the powers that crippled and bent them over, especially women. 
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Therefore, endowed with the power of being resurrected by God, women must be agents to 
transform the forms of poverty that strike them and their society. 
Mveng does provide some compensatory means, mostly in relation to the participation of 
the people and church in society. He calls on the Church to break its collusions with the past 
that magnifies the African people’s anthropological poverty and to mobilize Christians to do 
so as well.133 However, neither Mveng nor Ela or Katongole address the anthropological 
poverty of women specifically. It is to this endeavor that I will turn in the following Chapter, 
mainly relying on the work of postcolonial theorist Catherine Coquery-Vidrovitch.  
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The structures, politics, and practices of slavery, colonial states, and Western Christianity have 
generated the anthropological poverty of colonized women in a very particular and even more 
cruel way than men. This Chapter develops the scope of Mveng’s concept of anthropological 
poverty to account for the ways it plays out for women. It builds on Mveng’s, Katongole’s, 
and Ela’s insights, drawing on the postcolonial theorist Coquery-Vidrovitch to show how 
slavery, colonial powers, politics, and praxis have made women both economically and 
anthropologically poorer than men. According to Coquery-Vidrovitch, modern African 
women’s subjugation is not only a result of an indigenous past. Rather, it is deeply rooted in 
trading women as slaves, and in the collusion between patriarchal Western Christianity and 
colonial power.  
This Chapter also displays how the powers of patriarchy, colonial oppression and 
exploitation kept and are still keeping women in situations of marginalization. It unmasks the 
roots that make colonized African women doubly anthropologically poor, particularly 
Congolese women. It argues that colonized Congolese women have been crippled, rendered 
incapable of standing up straight, just like the woman that Jesus cured on the Sabbath (Luke 
13: 11), for almost two centuries of slavery, colonization, and post-colonization. It considers 
the two dimensions of postcolonial theory: the temporal (chronological) and the critical. 
The temporal includes three main periods. The first one covers the end of the eighteenth 
century and the nineteenth century, as marked by the slave trade from Africa to the Atlantics. 
The second one draws upon the twentieth century, as marked by colonialism in Africa and the 
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period following the Second World War. The third period considers the decolonization process 
and the period following independence.1 The critical dimension describes the atrocities of 
slavery and colonization on women. It assesses how both slavery and colonization shaped the 
“over determination of women from without”2 denying them “any attribute of humanity.”3 It 
includes the effects of the collusion of the colonial states and the missionaries on enslaved and 
colonized women, particularly the Congolese.  
Slave trade, colonial agendas, and collusion with Western Christianity shaped the histories 
and collective memories of colonized Congolese women. Decolonization did not alleviate the 
dehumanization of women, however,4 necessitating a “liberative remembering”5 to promote 
the participation of Congolese women in the postcolonial era. While this section relies on 
postcolonial theory to undertake such remembering, it also considers the ways through which 
slavery and colonization separate women from their identity, freedom, history, and language. 
It also shows the ways their values, cultural mores, and ancient systems of beliefs came to be 
subjugated in a cruel manner.6 Such subjugation represents a multidimensional 
impoverishment, as developed in the previous section.  
The Chapter shows how the different dimensions of poverty intermingle and produce an 
existential denial of African colonized women, particularly Congolese women. It will conclude 
by affirming that the multidimensional impoverishment of women forms the foundation of 
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their exclusion from political power in the present time. In comparison to men’s slavery and 
colonization, which were considered a deprivation of freedom, separating them from their 
ancestors, wives, children, and forcing them to perform “female’s” tasks;7 slavery and 
colonization have tremendously shaped African women’s identity and negatively influenced 
their participation in society in many different ways.  
 
SECTION ONE: WOMEN’S ANTHROPOLOGICAL POVERTY DURING 
SLAVERY AND COLONIAL PERIOD 
 
 
II.1.1. Women’s Anthropological Poverty and the Slave Trade  
Women, as well as men, experienced what it meant to be hunted, captured, and sold like an 
animal to colonial white conquerors. Between 1897 and 1903, women were the most hired-out 
and enslaved.8 They were the most affected by the two forms of slavery that existed: domestic 
captivity and the international slave trade that involved both local African chiefs and colonial 
white traders.9 Moreover, they were impoverished in more violent ways than men, used for 
their productive and reproductive capacities to increase colonial economic power.  
This reproductive exploitation of women was the most gender specific type of abuse, 
making them. the most valuable merchandise10 to Europeans as well as local traders. As 
Coquery-Vidrovitch puts it, “women were traded at least as often as cows, ivory, and guns, 
they had value, and very few were willing to let them escape.”11 In the nineteenth century, 
enslaved women were the only ones who had the obligation to work the land and so they were 
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the ones furnishing the city with crops, water, and wood for fire.12 They were the most enslaved 
for the purpose of increasing the workforce of the slave population. They constituted the main 
workforce to cultivate foodstuffs13 and were used as workers in domestic and agricultural lots. 
Women had to spend extra hours in cooking and other domestic tasks like caring for children. 
Their reproductive and productive capacity provided additional gains to slavery’s economic 
system. Owning a female slave granted a master the right to own the children that might be 
born from her.  
A trader could pay four hundred thousand cowries14 for a woman, four hundred thousand 
for each of her children, and four hundred thousand for a child still in her womb.15 Once the 
children were of age to work their master’s field with their mother, they represented added 
value. A master could also give his slave as concubine to another master or to a guest in order 
to use the children conceived.16 Women could be sold from master to master or local chief, 
leaving behind their children. Women’s slavery included also domestic slavery, which 
included the sale of widows to their diseased husbands’ relatives to fulfill customary laws in 
traditional culture and to ensure a future workforce by continuing to bear children. 
Thus, enslaving women meant preserving the outcome of production not only from their 
own works but their descendants as well, despite the fact that female slaves bore fewer children 
than free women because of the burden of their work.17 According to Roman law, introduced 
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to colonies by the Dutch, children inherited their mothers’ servile status.18 Masters also 
capitalized on the traditions of matrilineal societies to reinforce the inheritance of servile status 
from the mother, even though the masters themselves came from patrilineal societies such as 
Britain.19 In effect, the more children a slave woman had, the more labor was provided. 
Finally, women were used as sexual slaves. Whether women were daughters of local chiefs 
or born from ordinary families, they could be sold to slave traders, colonial masters, and 
husbands.20 In addition, colonial masters could sexually abuse their male slave’s dependent’s 
wives whenever it pleased them. Women were frequently taken as hostages and enchained, 
naked, in order to force their husbands to go into the rainforest to gather wild rubber for the 
colonial masters. A slave woman could be given like an object to a slave man through or 
without marriage. To illustrate, a woman named Bwanika from Central Africa, known for her 
beauty, intelligence, and energy, was sold ten times between 1886 and 1891. First, she was 
sold as sexual slave to masters, then from husband to husband.21 Thus, enslaved African 
women became more impoverished compared to men because “slaves or not, they always 
belonged to someone—their lineage, their husband, or their master.”22 They belonged to 
several masters who sexually abused them while men could only be sold to belong to and be 
used by their masters. They were not systematically sexually used as women were.  
The above traits of the enslavement of women illustrate what Franz Fanon called a frenzied 
determination to deny one “any attribute of humanity.”23 It also illustrates what Mveng called 
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a strike at the very being, essence, and dignity of a person. Throughout European colonialism 
on the African continent, women were impoverished in an unspeakable way.  
II.1.2. Women’s Anthropological Poverty and Colonial-Western Christianity 
The material, sociological, affective, cultural, and religious poverty of women developed in 
many ways through the collusion of colonial power and Western Christianity.24  
Christianization rebuffed local spiritual values and practices of the native people throughout 
the continent, some of which granted political and economic power to women in pre-colonial 
Africa. The devaluation of African peoples’ faith, hope, ambition, and dignity was, therefore, 
most more pronounced for women, especially those of the Congo.25  
Congolese women’s impoverishment through their deprivation of economic power pushed 
them to prostitution around mining. In 1885, during the scramble to divide Africa, King 
Leopold II proclaimed Congo as his personal fiefdom, proclaiming it to be the “Congo Free 
State,” a key site for resource exploitation,26 according to historian Michael Crowder.27 From 
1920 to 1925, a law granting the assimilation of unmarried women (or, “Independent Women” 
and “Free men” and “free women”),” was passed to keep men in the mining workforce. Such 
assimilation put prostitutes and unmarried women in the same category. The latter became 
numerous because the bride-price was high—corresponding to ten month’s income for a man 
working at the Union Minière, the mining company of Elisabethville (southern Congo). It was 
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cheaper for miners to use free women than to marry one.28 As Frederick Cooper and Ann Laura 
Stoler explain, mines in the colonies were “sites of unfettered economic and sexual opportunity 
where masculine self-indulgence could be given free vent...”29 They also add that being 
labelled an independent or free woman suggested that a woman could be raped without legal 
consequence.30 This is still the case in the contemporary DR Congo, as the narratives shared 
in Chapter Five will show.  
Markets and factories increased along with women’s prostitution around the mining. 
Women began doing some work around mining while being used sexually.31 In addition, 
widows, single mothers, and orphaned girls were excluded from any regular work,32 leaving 
them no choice than that of prostituting themselves. While used by the miners, women 
continued to sell their agricultural products. However, they had to pay a double-town tax in 
several towns of the Congo. Congolese women often worked in jobs that left them in an 
extreme state of material poverty. Many repeatedly lived with men outside marriage. Others 
were widows, divorced, or simply abandoned and responsible for young children.33  
Women’s impoverishment was further exacerbated through the brutal and dehumanizing 
practices of the colonial officers, which were “too vile to be spoken of.”34 Even young girls 
were beaten and thrown into the water.35 Colonizers made young men rape their mothers and 
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sisters.36 This is still also the case in the context of warfare in contemporary DR Congo’s. 
Young men prostituted their female relatives in order to meet colonial states’ demands. They 
pushed men to leave their families and homes to carry sixty-five-pound loads for weeks or 
months for the rubber market.37   
Congolese women performed physical labor for the white colonizers who used even little 
girls without social protection, limit to work hours, or compensation, all while keeping them 
illiterate. Colonizers even shifted from using women as salaried workers to trafficking them. 
Some husbands did the same to fulfill colonial economic strain. In addition, colonial law 
worsened the situation of women by reinforcing marital authority—recognizing a man as the 
family head with the right to manage all goods created by women. Also, men benefited from 
the first technical innovations for facilitating mining tasks, from which women were 
excluded.38  
Women also became poorer as a result of the shift of agricultural production to the 
international market. Economic power changes in the agricultural industry also helped increase 
gender biases in the sense that, while women were expanding production of cassava, yam, and 
maize, “production, processing, pricing and export functions in cash crops [were] basically… 
taken over by men.”39 The latter expanded products oriented towards exportation such as 
cotton, while women continued to do all the jobs of food production to sustain the alimentation 
of the family. Women could still be helping the men in the work of producing cotton, but the 
matters of exportation, which implied decision-making roles, were taken care of by the men 
alone. Men taking over all the public politico-administrative positions, too, is still the case in 
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contemporary DR Congo, as the report of the United Nations Development Program (UNDP) 
will show in Chapter Three. 
Women’s poverty was also reinforced by their exclusion from land ownership and property 
rights. In the so-called Napoleonic code,40 through which all property belonged to the husband 
as the head of the family, colonial officers limited access to private property exclusively to 
men. The code provided men with more control over the land, but increased the workloads of 
wives while depriving women of men’s help in men’s own agricultural lots.41 While matrilineal 
traditions granted women the right to lands in some traditional societies, these rights were 
simply denied under colonial rule, which, shaped by the Christian penchant for male 
supremacy, granted more control of land to men, leaving women with the work-land 
responsibility only.42  
Missionaries followed the steps of colonial officials in excluding women from accessing 
land property. They hired men to farm corn and trained them to use “harnessed animals,” 
leaving an educational gap between men and leaving women in the agricultural field without 
professional training. Women even performed manual labor on these lands to help their 
mothers-in-law as a bride-price. They worked on cotton fields on lands whose products were 
reserved only for men.43 Their presence was forbidden in the men’s debating courtyard. 
Around the year 1927, despite the rainy season, they worked longer hours than men. Thus, 
women lacked the capital and agricultural techniques. This kept them out of markets, making 
them the poorest group by the end of World War II. Their non-access to capital and to land 
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property not only increased women’s material poverty, but also increased male supremacy, 
later reinforced by governments after independence.44  
Some missionaries’ letters explain that many women lost husbands and children and 
continued to work either as house or sexual workers. They went through unspeakable hardships 
related to rubber traffic, in response to which missionary questioned a soldier: “have you 
neither mothers nor sisters that you can treat women in this brutal way?”45 More evidence of 
the atrocities of the rubber traffic was provided by missionaries who recognized that rubber 
collection was a form of slavery of the worst possible kind—one that affected women in special 
ways.46 As one witness explains,  
I have known women to be taken (as hostages) without any regard to their condition, 
during pregnancy or period of lactation. They were made to work in the sun at grass 
work or weeding; some were confined in the common prison or hostage house without 
any privacy, and obliged to be at work again in a few days with their babies at their 
back.47 
 
Women were also subjected to atrocities in order to push men to fulfill the food supply required 
by the colonial officers.48 When administrative requirements were not fulfilled by men, the 
latter could hide in fear of reprisals. In finding villages deserted, soldiers could capture women, 
tie them up along with children to compel the men to come out.49 They could “rape the women, 
clear the villages of livestock, and generally behave in the most oppressive manner.”50 This is 
still happening in the mining zones that fuel wars in the DR Congo to date. Chapter Five will 
illustrate the use of rape as a weapon of war in the contemporary DR Congo. 
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Women were also impoverished by keeping them illiterate and providing them with 
minimal educational training. Yet, the British colonizers did provide some education to women 
because of the influence of the Protestant Reformation that favored individuals’ advancement. 
The French colonizers did the same because of the principles of equality that emerged from 
the French Revolution. In general, however, in African colonies (especially Belgian colonies 
such as the Congo), women were left “‘indoors’ to the domestic domain.”51 It is important to 
note that, since the consideration of women as less valuable than men was also rooted in 
Western Christianity, it applied not only to African girls, but also to white daughters of 
colonizers.52  
In addition, women’s annihilation involved uprooting their parental ties and taking away 
their children. Children whose fathers were killed by the colonial public forces were removed 
and looked after by both missionaries and colonial masters. Yet, they were themselves ruled 
by the chicotte and chain and were usually schooled for the purpose of making future soldiers 
of them. As King Leopold wrote in April 1890:  
I believe we must set up three children’s colonies, One in the Upper Congo near the 
equator, specifically military, with clergy for religious instruction and for vocational 
education. One at Leopoldville under clergy with a soldier for military training. One at 
Boma [West part of the DR Congo] like that at Leopoldville [Kinshasa, the …The aim 
of these colonies is above all to furnish us with soldiers.53  
 
These children were said to be orphans. However, many had a mother. Belgian Catholics were 
considered loyal to the King and his regime. Missions received subsidies from King Leopold 
and cooperated in separating children from their mothers or their extended families in order to 
 
51 John L. Comaroff, “Images of Empire, Contests of Conscience. Models of Colonial Domination in South 
Africa,” in Tensions of Empire: Colonial Cultures in a Bourgeois World, ed. Frederick Cooper and Ann Laura 
Stoler (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1997), 182.  
52 Coquery-Vidrovitch, African Women: A Modern History, 148.  
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fulfill the King’s plan to provide his Congo colony with future soldiers.54 Mothers suffered the 
most from these separations since the fathers were either dead or working in mining. While 
little boys were educated to read and write, learning geography, and becoming religious 
officials’ assistants, little girls who could not yet work in the fields were used in their masters’ 
houses for domestic tasks. Girls were considered auto-sufficient by age of ten or twelve.55 
Moreover, Catholic missionaries in the Belgian colonies were conservative, hardly 
interested in the education of the girls or their emancipation.56 Thus, girls suffered from a 
double discrimination: from the traditional local cultures and from Western culture through the 
collusion of missionaries and colonial masters.57 Consequently, “in 1906, girls made up only 
15 percent of 48,000 schoolchildren.”58 Only boys were allowed to study French and were 
more likely to become teachers, craftsmen, agents, animal farmers, or to learn to do any other 
work. Girls were trained to handle the responsibilities of wives and mothers. Girls were 
allowed to choose between being housekeepers, primary school teachers, or to be trained in 
social centers to help European families. Shortly before World War II, hundreds of thousands 
of boys had already received some basic schooling. For example, in 1958, primary schools 
counted 1.5 million children, among which only twenty thousand were girls.59 
In sum, schools were predominantly white, run by white missionaries and funded by 
colonizers. School “was the most important instrument of Christian missionary work in 
Africa.”60 Entering school meant cutting ties with all that gave one a sense of security and 
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identity from African perspectives. Africans had to imitate Europe and speak European 
languages. Education was about controlling people’s thinking, compelling them to accept that 
to be truly human, they had to live up to the standard of the white colonizer. However, 
decolonization did not remove the mechanisms of the impoverishment of women that 
colonialism established. 
 
SECTION TWO: WOMEN’S ANTHROPOLOGICAL POVERTY IN THE POSTCOLONIAL 
PERIOD. 
 
The continuity of anthropological poverty of Congolese women in the post-colonial era is seen 
in the way women continued to be pictured in colonial representations. Feminist political 
theorist Uma Narayan defines a colonialist representation as “one that replicates problematic 
aspects of Western representations of Third-World nations and communities, aspects that have 
their roots in the history of colonization.”61 In this section, I look at two instances: (1) The 
continuation of an extraverti62 continued educational system. (2) The perception of black 
African women as inferior Others. 
II.2.1. The Continued Extraverti Educational System. 
Patriarchal religious education continued to impoverish Congolese women even after the 
country’s independence. At the time of independence, there was only one female high school 
graduate: the, daughter of the mayor of Leopoldville, the capital of the Congo, who graduated 
from Sacred Heart High School in June 1961. In the eastern DR Congo, my own primary and 
secondary school, one of the biggest schools for girls in the DR Congo, led by the Missionaries 
 
61 Uma Narayan, Dislocating Cultures: Identities, Traditions, and Third-World Feminism, Thinking Gender 
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of the Holy Family of Helmet, accepted the first black girl only in 1956, twenty years after its 
creation. Even when the school introduced material such as History, Geography, Mathematics, 
French, Dutch, Religion, Sciences, Drawing, Technology, Sewing, Physical Education, and 
Music, it was still the formation of future mothers which continued to be at stake in educating 
women. Again, this low representation of girls in school was a common thing in African 
colonies in general. As Coquery-Vidrovitch puts it,  
In 1970, with about equal opportunity, there was only one girl for every two boys who 
received her B.A., one out of five who got her Masters, and only one in ten who reached 
the PhD. Girls’ inferiority was only the exaggeration of what was common in the West; 
that same year, girls made up only 30 percent of British undergraduates and 16 percent 
of graduate students, and women were only 9 percent of teaching personnel.63 
 
Thus, almost three-fourths of women could not read in 1980 (except in Lesotho). 70% of girls 
failed the junior certificate compared to 42% of boys. Girls enrolled in university four times 
less than boys, and 23% of women in the cities and 60% of female peasants had not yet gone 
to school in 1970.64   
In the Congo, as a consequence of an education favoring boys, there were only 20% of 
girls in primary school and 4% in secondary school.65 In cities, women could barely speak 
French, several thousands of them worked in missions, yet there were 745 nuns and only 5 
nurses and 485 midwives. Ten years after independence, less than 100 women were employed 
as nurses and teachers. In Elisabethville (southeastern DR Congo), 6,600 women were working 
for pay. There were no female doctors in the town despite Elizabethville having 300 doctors 
in total. Girls who escaped expectations of submissiveness found themselves outside social 
norms and mores. They were identified as “being free” or considered as easy women.66  
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In the Congo, education also continued to be oriented towards Western cultures, from the 
library, to the musical evenings, the cine-forum sessions, the plays, the excursions, and the 
sports (swimming, basketball, volleyball, and tennis). Nothing on African cultures and 
traditional African religion was taught. Family Education upheld the Christian patriarchal 
tradition. The schools funded by Belgian colonizers were meant to educate Congolese girls as 
Belgians, turning them into Belgian Congolese girls or the so-called évoluées (the “advanced” 
or “elevated”).  
Such an education displays well Mveng’s anthropological pauperization in the sense that 
schools deprived Congolese people of what they really were. Considering that “the attack was 
cultural, aimed at the spirit and self-esteem of the African,”67 one needed to deny one’s 
Africanism to be évoluée/elevated to a superior rank, as if being educated as an African was 
contradictory. To be évoluée meant to live according to the Belgian standard. It also implied a 
denial of African identity.  
One may also consider the fact that the school I attended did not provide an extensive 
course on the Swahili language, as spoken in southern Kivu/southeastern DR Congo. French 
was the only language allowed in schools. As a result, I was not able to have a deep 
conversation with my own grandmother, who could not speak nor understand a word of French. 
Nevertheless, I used to enjoy spending time with her. However, there is nothing I could learn 
from her. We were living in two different disconnected worlds while living in the same material 
world. Instead, I grew up reading books that were disconnected from the context in which I 
was growing up. No one can deny that if women’s education in the Congo could include the 
reading of the stories of the Queens of Africa, they would have strengthened their belief in the 
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fact that their inner worth does not depend on being a mother or a married woman. They would 
also have increased awareness of how a few women participated in political decision-making 
processes throughout the history of Congo. 
Within this discussion, it is important to recognize that the collusion of missionaries and 
colonial rule marginalized women in some areas, but reinforced their academic capacity in 
other areas. One may rightly argue in favor of the many positive tools, mostly academic 
[reading and writing], gained from Western education. Yet, one can increase their academic 
knowledge and still remain anthropologically impoverished, as Mveng would suggest. 
Learning foreign cultures and languages does not necessarily help improve one’s self-esteem. 
And this is probably the case for many African elites who are not able to develop their countries 
despite the fact that they are academically highly capable. Instead, they buy houses and open 
bank accounts in Europe to ensure their security and that of their own children.  
The post-colonial era’s systems continued, bereft of African cultures and languages as well. 
Another cautionary example showing how anthropological poverty survived the colonization 
era is the fact that the Congolese Constitution was written in French and derived from Belgium. 
This excludes the majority of peasant women from understanding their own country’s 
Constitution, that which grants them the right to politically participate and to stand up to claim 
their dignity. Such marginalization of language impedes not only real communication among 
women themselves, but also their participation in society, limiting their creativity.  
The use of a Western language that the majority of the people cannot even understand is 
also a cautionary example of what Mveng calls sociological poverty, which alienates people 
from the social structures that provide social security and render possible and effective any 
human creativity. The use of language that is itself culturally extraverti deepens the loss of ties 
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not only between different generations but also between public authorities and family systems. 
Such Western cultural languages, embodied within postcolonial systems, continue to despoil 
the educated and uneducated of their identity, especially women, who constitute the majority 
of the uneducated. For this reason, I agree with Kwok Pui-lan when she states: 
A postcolonial political theology needs to pay attention to new forms of politics that 
are evolving and bear witness to people’s unceasing quest for freedom and dignity… 
[P]olitical theologians must decolonize our minds and disengage ourselves from 
Eurocentrism and the colonial syndrome. A necessary first step is to rethink about the 
history, scope, legacy, and concerns of doing political theology.68 
 
I will undertake the above task. In the chapters to follow, I will rely on the fundamental equality 
between men and women promoted in African traditional religion (ATR), while assessing 
ATR’s disempowering components regarding women. 
II.2.2. The Perception of Black African Women as Inferior. 
As discussed, the view of women as inferior to men is deeply rooted in slavery and 
colonization. Both events trained society to view women as unequal to men. As Coquery-
Vidrovitch argues, “What is less well-known is the impact this kind of training may have had 
on the minds of young Zairean [Congolese] women...”69 Let me describe, then, using my own 
example and those of women I know and share thoughts with, how the preconceptions of the 
colonized mind are still doing violence to women, who perceive themselves as unequal to men.  
Indeed, colonial agendas have shaped histories and collective memories of women in a way 
that dampens their agency in the present time. It strikes the very being and dignity of the young 
generations of the DR Congo when they come to internalize the “destructive rhetoric [that] 
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persists across cultures in [private as well as public] discourses that “produce” so-called 
inferior others, connecting histories of violence to our present-day postcolonial contexts.”70 
Another rhetoric internalized by the DR Congo’s women is that the man is the family’s 
head. This teaching results from the collusion of colonial power and patriarchal Western 
Christianity, as well as from African traditions themselves. This patriarchal structure continues 
to asphyxiate women’s creativity. The teaching of women’s submissiveness and the authority 
of men in the family did not stop with decolonization but rather continues to be taught not only 
by churches but by the government. Mobutu, the president of the Congo (then Zaire) who took 
power five years after the Congo’s independence and ruled for more than thirty years, declared 
that “there will always be a boss in every household. And until proof to the contrary, the boss 
in our land is the one who wears the pants.”71 He asked women to accept this male authority 
with a smile.  
The patriarchal rhetoric of male authority continues to shape Congolese women in the post-
colonial era, including the most educated. Below and in the following sections, I will present 
case studies from people with whom I spoke and worked in the course of my research, 
including some family members and friends. I use pseudonyms to protect their identities, but 
the words are their own. 
Case Mama B. MUKAMBI. These are Lingala words. They literally mean “woman pastor 
or minister.” She is forty-eight, married, and well-educated with a master’s degree. She is the 
mother of four children and leader in her church. Ordained, she often preaches in local 
 
70 Melinda A. McGarrah Sharp, Misunderstanding Stories: Toward a Postcolonial Pastoral Theology 
(Eugene, Oregon: Pickwick Publications, 2013), 75.  
71 Coquery-Vidrovitch, African Women: A Modern History, 185–86.  
 
 51 
churches. In addition, she is a leader in a prestigious international non-governmental institution 
working to promote human rights in the DR Congo. 
My question to B. Mukambi was framed as follows:  
Some argue that Jesus was a male and that, consciously or subconsciously, Jesus’s 
maleness is understood as granting some prerogatives to men alone to be ordained 
priests. What does the fact that Jesus was a male say to you? How does the maleness 
of Jesus affect your faith and ministry? 
 
She answered in this way: 
It is truly difficult to me to picture God, but using my little intelligence, I can say that 
I recognize God as my Creator and the Creator of the Universe. Presenting God as a 
male makes me think of the authority that God gives to a man. In the Garden of Eden, 
He said to the woman: “I will intensify your toil in childbearing; in pain you shall bring 
forth children. Yet your urge shall be for your husband, and he shall rule over you” 
(Gen. 3, 16). Then in Ephesians 5: 22–24 He says, “Wives should be subordinate to 
their husbands as to the Lord. For the husband is head of his wife just as Christ is head 
of the church, he himself the savior of the body. As the church is subordinate to Christ, 
so wives should be subordinate to their husbands in everything.” Jesus was dead for 
the church and a man, in principle, should accept to die for his wife. I would say that 
the responsibility of a man lies in the fact that God gives him a certain authority. But, 
man did not responsibly assume his role, for this reason, he needs a helper, a woman. 
I am not taking an approach of comparing myself to a man, but I argue that a man needs 
a woman in every sphere, including the preaching of the Word of God. 
 
Despite Mukambi’s significant participation in church and society, she believes that one of the 
tasks that a woman has is to be an “aid” to men. At the end of the day, it is the Word of God, 
which she understands literally, that is being applied throughout her ministry. She believes that 
even her participation in society is made possible thanks to her husband’s authority and 
permission.  
If a woman who is highly educated, who is a pastor, and who assumes positions of 
leadership in society interprets the Bible this way, how will it be for women who are not 
educated? Considering the fact that this woman is literate and leads both men and women in 
her church and her profession, her responses speak volumes. It is also clear that her responses 
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are coherent with the teaching of missionaries during colonization, who reinforced the 
oppressive gendered patterns and structural legacies of colonialism72 within their Christian 
message. Decolonization, clearly, did not change the latter teaching in the DR Congo. 
However, it is important to recognize that it is difficult to determine whether the responses 
in this case are more influenced by patriarchal cultures of the local traditions of the DR Congo 
or by her Christian, patriarchal education. Given the fact that our leader in this case inherits 
the worldview of local traditions, I argue that patriarchal cultures of the African religions as 
well as those of Western Christianity may intermingle to produce the patterns of thinking 
behind her points here. 
The following chapter will explore the ethical analysis of African traditional religion by 
African theologians and philosophers, especially regarding the place of women in its 
communitarian vision. It will assess the extent to which traditional gendered patterns reinforce 
women's anthropological poverty in African Traditional Religion. The next chapter will also 
provide three additional cases that display how men and women internalize androcentric 
gender norms and how these norms can ontologically shape them and epistemologically guide 
their behaviors and actions. 
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CHAPTER THREE: CHALLENGES TO AFRICAN RELIGION AND AFRICAN PHILOSOPHICAL 
ETHICS IN SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA  
 
 
SECTION ONE: AFRICAN TRADITIONAL RELIGION AND WOMEN’S 
ANTHROPOLOGICAL POVERTY 
Introduction 
Women are also anthropologically impoverished by the African traditions themselves as the 
ethical systems of African traditional religion(s) (ATR), mainly the proverbs will show in the 
sections to follow. These proverbs challenge Laurenti Magesa’s and John Mbiti’s tendency to 
idealize the African religion(s).  
In addition to the slave trade and the collusion of Western Christianity and colonial power, 
the anthropological poverty of women is also reinforced by African Traditional Religions 
(ATR) themselves. It discusses John Mbiti’s and Laurenti Magesa’s tendency to “idealize” 
African religion(s). These scholars overlook the anthropological poverty of women within the 
ATR. To show this, I examine African proverbs, particularly those from the DR Congo, that 
speak to the participation and public role of women in society.  
Andrea Musolff  (a psycholinguist), Fiona MacArthur (an independent researcher in the 
study of Metaphors), and Giulio Pagani (a lecturer on Discourse and European Politics in the 
School of Politics, Philosophy, Language and Communication Studies) define a proverb as “a 
complete sentence that is often metaphorical and used to convey some wisdom or accepted 
truth.”1 Proverbs are a valuable resource and “have long been used in anthropological literature 
 
1 Andreas Musolff, Fiona Macarthur, and Giulio Pagani, eds., Metaphor and Intercultural Communication 
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to illustrate or stress a feature of belief or behavior.”2 As the anthropologist James Boyd 
Christensen explains, using the example of West African proverbs, 
West African proverbs, like those from elsewhere, may be grouped in two categories: 
the truism or ‘proverbial apothegm’, which has limited application because of its 
literal or definite assertion; and the ‘metaphorical proverb’, which because of the 
metaphorical use of a simple event or statement has wide applicability. While truisms 
may lack the imagery or artistry of the metaphorical variety, they play the same role, 
and any differentiation is made on the basis of form rather than function… It is 
perhaps needless to indicate that proverbs reflect the ideal or norm of behaviour 
rather than the actual. Moreover, the technique of presentation utilized does not imply 
that a given proverb is limited in its use to the area of experience under which it is 
listed. As elsewhere, some proverbs have wide applicability, and could be quoted 
with equal validity in reference to the beliefs and behaviour patterns of the Fante [one 
of the ethnically groups in the central coastal part of Ghana] in several aspects of 
culture.3 
Following Christensen, I argue that the DR Congo’s proverbs not only function to reflect “the 
ideal or norm of behaviour” but also have wide applicability. For Abbé Kagaragu Ntabaza, 
proverbs constitute a cultural patrimony in the DR Congo. Many of them propose obsolete 
ideas that negate the progress of the people.4 They display the denial of women’s humanity in 
a way that suggests a reinforcement of their anthropological poverty. This challenges the 
African philosophy of Ubuntu, which affirms the humanity and preservation of life of everyone 
within the community. Considering the actual situation of oppression of women, one can safely 
say the virtues regarding the preservation of life as affirmed in Ubuntu philosophy or ATR are 
more idealized than practiced. 
 
2 James Boyd Christensen, “The Role of Proverbs in Fante Culture,” Cambridge University Press on Behalf 
of the International African Institute 28, no. 3 (July 1958): 232. 
3 Ibid., 233. 
4 Kagaragu Ntabaza, Abbe, Emigani Bali Bantu: Proverbes et Maximes Des Bashi, 3eme Edition 
(Bukavu/Republique du Zaire: Libreza, 1976), VI. 
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III.1.1. The Idealization of African Religion Furthers the Subjugation of African 
Women. 
There are as many similarities and differences among the views of African theologians, 
anthropologists, and sociologists on African religion as there are between Africans’ views and 
those of Western people. Richards argues that, “in African society, religion is the thread which 
links the various aspects of culture.”5 In order to situate the place of women in ATR, therefore, 
I will begin by exploring the singularity and plurality of cultures within African religion. I will 
then explore the proverbs as a component of the ethical system of ATR.  
In a study conducted in 1933 but published only in 1990, Isaac Osabutey-Aguedze, a 
Ghanaian anthropologist, emphasized the unity of African culture and spoke of African 
religion.6 Similarly, Marcus James, an Anglican priest from Jamaica, also spoke of “African 
religion” in a study published in 1959 in the journal Présence Africaine. The main reason why 
James used the singular form is that he believed at the time that, despite the diversity of culture 
and geography, there was evidence and research supporting a uniformity in the essence of 
African religion.7 In the past half century, views on African cultures have grown more complex 
and nuanced. 
John Mbiti, an ordained Anglican priest and philosopher from Kenya who provided a 
systematic study of the ways of thinking and believing that developed in many societies of 
Africa, preferred the plural form. He spoke of African religions and philosophy.8 Mbiti studied 
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religions of more than one hundred African cultures throughout Africa. In contrast to James, 
Mbiti explained that African religions must be spoken of in the plural because there are 
thousands of religious systems, beliefs, practices, cultures, languages—as there are African 
peoples or tribes.9 However, Mbiti also believed that the ways African peoples believe in God 
displays a potential unity among African religions. A number of beliefs relative to African 
religions can be found in any African society. African religions inhabit the entire person and 
her/his whole life. However, they are not “formulated into a systematic set of dogmas which a 
person is expected to accept.”10 Rather, the creeds of African religions are written in the heart 
of the individuals and communities. Religion is in the Africans’ whole system of being.11  
Even though Vincent Mulago founded a center named Centre des religions africaines in 
1967, he chose the singular form, “traditional religion,” in his work. He believed that “the unity 
of civilization and culture does not stop at the so-called Bantu groups; it extends to all of 
Africa.”12 For his part, Mveng, the Cameroonian theologian, in “Le vêtement liturgique 
africain,” used both the plural and the singular forms: “traditional African religions” and 
“traditional religion.”13 In the same way, he spoke of both “the Egyptian religion” and “the 
religions of pharaonic Egypt.”14 So for Mveng, the plural or singular form made no difference 
to the theological points he needed to advance. My use of African religion(s) endorses Mveng’s 
perspective, which distinguished two sources of African religion. The first, written sources, 
consists essentially of ancient Egyptian texts. The second, largely oral, consists of the post-
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pharaonic texts of traditional, modern, and even contemporary Africa.15 He mentions the myths 
and legends to which we must certainly associate the proverbs, whose role is to introduce 
wisdom and which, I argue, shape the DR Congo’s people at both individual and social levels. 
The question of plurality and singularity of African traditional religion (ATR) also has been 
raised by a few Western anthropologists and sociologists. Newell Booth, for example, endorses 
both the singularity and plurality of African religions. He explains the plurality in the diversity 
of attributes, labelled as “supreme gods, nature spirits, ancestor rituals, initiation practices, 
divine kings, secret societies, sorcerers, and demons.”16 Since the latter attributes are 
diversified according to social locations across Africa, for Booth, it makes more sense to speak 
of African religions.17 At the same time, Booth grants some kind of unity in the philosophy 
shared by diverse African religions. 
MacGaffey reinforces Booth’s point, arguing that ATR may be more different from each 
other than they are from the religions of other continents.18 Cultural diversities of the African 
historical context do challenge the views that make too-generalized claims about ATR as if 
they were only one unified religion.19 However, MacGaffey agrees that African religion can 
be spoken of as one when referring to the Bantu countries in Africa, where the structures of 
the native religions are similar (as is the case of the DR Congo and its neighboring countries). 
However, one cannot say that there is only one African religion, considering the Nilotic 
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geographic areas. The religious structures of the Nilotic are different from those of the Bantu 
peoples.20  
Magesa opts to speak of “African Religion” in the singular because, for him, “Black 
Africa… intimately shares one ethos of culture, religion, and morality.”21 Despite the diversity 
of gods, rituals, spirits, and other forms related to transcendence, Magesa argues that they 
convey one basic belief and one basic worldview.22 He sees ATR as “a phenomenon with moral 
power that shapes and directs the lives of millions of people in their relationship with other 
human beings, the created order, and the Divine.”23 By this, Magesa, like Mbiti, sees African 
religion as lying more upon a way of being than on dogmas. 
For Magesa, African religion is “‘a way of life’ or life itself, where a distinction or 
separation is not made between religion and other areas of human existence.”24 This language 
does suggest that there is no clear separation between the profane and the religious. Mbiti 
explains this even better: 
Traditional religions penetrate all areas of life; there is no formal distinction between 
the sacred and the secular, between the religious and the non-religious, between the 
spiritual aspect and the material aspect of life. Where there is an African, there is his 
religion.25 
 
ATR, therefore, provides assurance that God’s presence and actions shape every single aspect 
of African people’s life. Magesa also grants that ATR is a religion that has been orally-based 
 
20 Ibid., 259. Bantu are often referred to as the speakers of the Bantu languages, which groups together about 
four hundred and fifty languages on the African continent. This concept also simply means “human” or “every 
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Gregg Press Incorporated, 1964), 20. 
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for many centuries before being codified in writing, just like Christianity, Judaism, Islam, and 
Hinduism.26  
Booth adds that African religions share the same characteristics. First, they are considered 
as “a way of life.” Second, they are not to be located in the past but rather constitute a process 
that is transmitted and passed from generation to generation.27 Anthropologist Michael F.C. 
Bourdillon reinforces this, explaining that, in African societies, religion is so much part of 
everyday life that its isolation as a distinct area of study should be questioned.28 Younger 
generations can easily imitate the actions of the older ones without being taught what to do. 
Their lasting character bears a moral authority, a form of “traditioning.”29 This traditioning 
form is shared by all the African religions and includes both oral communications and sacred 
texts. 
Speaking of one single African religion suggests some shared attributes, rather than the 
diversity of religions found in traditional Africa. I will rely on these shared characteristics to 
argue that the champions of African religion, Mbiti and Magesa, seem to overlook the ways in 
which the ethical structures of ATR, as evident in common proverbs, deprive women of their 
dignity and render them more anthropologically poor when compared to men.  
The proverbs are a cautionary example, explaining the ways the traditional ethical system 
of African religion(s) is still shaping peoples’ lives and determining the concept and meaning 
of womanhood. Before showing the oppressive force of the proverbs toward women, however, 
 
26 Magesa, African Religion, 22. 
27 Booth, “Tradition and Community in African Religion,” 6–7. 
28 M.F.C. Bourdillon, “Anthropological Approaches to the Study of African Religions,” Brill 40, no. 3 
(September 1993): 218. 
29 Booth, “Tradition and Community in African Religion,” 83. 
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it is important to begin by recalling the moral/ethical system the proverbs entail and how they 
become morally binding, like the force of law, within ATR. 
III.1.2. Proverbs Within the Moral/Ethical Systems of African Religion.  
The DR Congo’s proverbs work as covenants within African religion. They constitute the 
moral law, approved by the community, that governs behavior to ensure social harmony and, 
to some extent, preserve life. Magesa states that “for African religion, all principles of morality 
and ethics are to be sought within the context of preserving human life and its “power” or 
“force.”30 Proverbs are like wisdom books. However, they contain both maxims that promote 
such a preservation of human life and others which dampen it, especially when it comes to 
women’s participation in society.  
Mbiti states that the “proverbs are common words expressing religious ideas and feelings... 
[they are among the areas in which] one expects to find rich repositories of traditional beliefs, 
ideas, wisdom and feelings.”31 For Magesa, therefore, African proverbs are part of the 
normative order that shapes life in black Africa. They express the conceptions of morality of 
ATR,32 including maxims, sentences, and dictums that have been orally transmitted since 
ancient times, from generation to generation.33 They are an integral part of the “moral/ethical 
system” of the oral tradition.34 They are a kind of law that is “tied to the realities of a cosmic 
 
30 Magesa, African Religion, 31–32. 
31 Mbiti, African Religions & Philosophy, 66. 
32 Magesa, African Religion, 35. 
33 BioDun J. Ogundayo, “Folklore and Proverbs: 1400 to 1900: Africa,” in Cultural Sociology of the Middle 
East, Asia, & Africa: An Encyclopedia, ed. Andrea Stanton et al. (2455 Teller Road, Thousand 
Oaks California 91320 United States: SAGE Publications, Inc., 2012), 2 of 4, 
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781452218458.n281. 
34 Scholars consider proverbs to be oral because of the orality of their origin. Yet, these sources were put in 
writing since the nineteenth century. See Rosetta Ross, E. and Rose Mary Amenga-Etego, eds., Unraveling and 
Reweaving Sacred Canon in Africana Womanhood, Feminist Studies and Sacred Texts (Lanham, MD: Lexington 
Books, 2015), 5–7. 
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and social order.”35 Proverbs can be more binding than the actual laws in the DR Congo for 
example, not only in rural areas but also in the cities. 
Some traditional African religionists consider proverbs to be “mirrors of society.”36 In 
contemporary Africa, they display the “traditioning” form of shaping ethical and moral 
behavior—that is, they express the knowledge accumulated throughout different generations. 
Booth adds that in order to understand African religions, one needs to do more than read about 
it; a direct participation in such a way of life is crucial for a better understanding.37 As he puts 
it, “Listening to the elders” is itself a participation in that which is central to the religion of the 
Baluba [Congo], and, I believe, of Africans generally.”38 Similarly, Bourdillon affirms that 
familiarity with cultures in which a given religion is practiced is an advantage to study that 
religion.39  
Following Booth and Bourdillon, and based on my work as researcher in gender issues in 
African contexts, I affirm that proverbs do have moral authority in the DR Congo. Even though 
proverbs might not represent immutable truths, they are still part of the current language of the 
DR Congo in which ethical norms and beliefs subjugating women are grounded. Proverbs 
reveal the female traditional role and condition across cultures and provide valuable insights 
on the society’s ontological view of women.40 Proverbs reinforce gender inequality in two 
 
35 Solomon C. Madubuike, “Law, Traditional: 1400 to 1900: Africa,” in Cultural Sociology of the Middle 
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36 Fatimatu Sulemanu N-Eyare, Those Who Entrusted Their Affairs to a Woman Will Not Prosper. Its 
Implication in the Ghanaian Muslim Community., ed. Rosetta Ross, E. and Rose Mary Amenga-Etego, Feminist 
Studies and Sacred Texts (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2015), 8. 
37 Booth, “Tradition and Community in African Religion,” 85. 
38 Ibid., 86. 
39 Bourdillon, “Anthropological Approaches to the Study of African Religions,” 221. 
40 Mineke Schipper, “Introduction: Reseach in African Literatures,” Indiana University Press 31, no. 4 
(Winter 2000): 6. See also Schipper, “Beware of Women with Big Feet,” The Times, 2004, 4. 
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ways. First, they display the nature, methods, and limits of what is known as “moral guiding 
conduct” in relation to women’s roles in society and in relation to men (the epistemological 
dimension). Second, they display a shared belief about the being of a woman or her 
“personhood”41 (the ontological dimension).  
II.1.3. DR Congo’s Proverbs and Women’s Impoverishment 
African proverbs that impoverish women speak volumes. In the DR Congo, these proverbs 
include those of several tribes and cultures found throughout the country, such as the Lega, 
Bushi, Kongo, Luba, Mongo, Wopo, and Bembe. I will focus my analysis on proverbs directly 
related to women’s public role in society but will mention a few proverbs in relation to family 
and marriage as well because they affect women’s public roles. 
Let’s imagine half a dozen categories of proverbs. The first category groups those limiting 
the role of women to the domestic sphere and reproductive function. This first example echoes 
a Bushi proverb saying, Omukazi arhaba embuga.42 Or, Omukazi ye murhima ali eka.43 These 
proverbs literally mean that a woman cannot be outside her home or that she is the heart that 
dwells at her home. They confine her in domestic roles, including taking care of husband and 
children while obstructing her belief in her ability and rights to participate in public roles or 
activities.  
The second example is the Mongo’s proverb that says: “Women judge well in private 
matters, not in public.”44 This obstructs her ability to bring anyone who wrongs her to court.45 
Ngandu-Myango Malasi, in interpreting the meaning of the Lega proverbs, reaffirms the same 
 
41 Ross, E. and Amenga-Etego, Unraveling and Reweaving Sacred Canon in Africana Womanhood, 8. 
42 Kagaragu Ntabaza, Abbe, Emigani Bali Bantu: Proverbes et Maximes Des Bashi, 280. 
43 Ibid., 282. 
44 Mineke Schipper, Source of All Evil: African Proverbs and Sayings on Women, 1. publ (London: Allison & 
Busby, 1991), 89. 
45 Ibid., 45. 
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domestic role for women in the Lega tribe. He argues that the essential role of women is that 
of mother. Girls are, therefore, trained to become mothers.46 They might not be expected to 
take public responsibility, especially as leaders. 
The above proverbs from the DR Congo echo several proverbs from different countries of 
Africa. An Igbo, Yoruba, and Igala proverb says that “A woman’s place is in the kitchen.”47 
Ngandu-Myango interprets this as an affirmation of the force of women in the family.48 I argue 
that both men and women are needed in domestic roles for the good of the family. The stress 
put on women’s domestic roles, here, obstructs their creativity for taking public responsibilities 
in society. 
The third example is that of a typical Woyo proverb that says “A girl is a peanut seed: she 
enlarges the clan” or the Kongo proverb “A clan with posterity cannot perish.”49 The 
reproductive role of women is also portrayed in the proverbs of the Lugbara and Ganda of 
Uganda, which say that “the satiety of a pregnant woman is her offspring.”50 It is also seen in 
the Tsonga-Shangaga of South Africa which says, “the woman who has children does not desert 
her home.”51 Thus, women are expected to take more the mothering roles than political ones 
and endure every hardship, including husband’s abuses to keep up on her mothering roles. This 
message is strongly internalized by women themselves. Many of the DR Congo’s women lose 
 
46 Ngandu-Myango Malasi, Mutánga: la corde à proverbes des Lega du Kivu-Maniema (Congo), Recall 
literature series, nr. 15 (Gent, Belgium: RECALL, 2000), 52. 
47 Jeylan Hussein W., “The Social and Ethno-Cultural Construction of Masculinity and Feminity in African 
Proverbs,” African Study Monographs 26, no. 2 (August 2005): 86. See Also. Abbé Kagaragu Ntabaza, Emigani 
Bali Bantu: Proverbes et Maximes Des Bashi, 3eme Edition (Bukavu/Republique du Zaire: Libreza, 1976), 280. 
48 Ngandu-Myango Malasi, Mutánga, 54. 
49 Schipper, Source of All Evil, 23. 
50 Hussein W., “The Social and Ethno-Cultural Construction of Masculinity and Feminity in African 
Proverbs,” 82. 
51 Ibid., 87. 
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their lives in risky pregnancies because they believe their dignity is not affirmed apart from 
being mothers.  
The second category groups the proverbs that limit women’s roles in public spheres to 
being the helper of men, even in leadership roles.52 In public spheres, it is expected for women 
to perform tasks like being a secretary of a leader, etc. As the Lingala (DR Congo) proverb 
puts it, Mwasi atongaka mboka te, which literally translates to: “woman does not build a 
village.” This proverb resonates with the Yoruba’s (Nigeria) proverb which says, “The woman 
leader will never aspire to the king’s throne.”53 It echoes the Akan (Ghana) proverb as well, 
saying, “Those who entrusted their affairs to a woman will not prosper.”54 Finally, the Kikuyu, 
Maasai, and Kamba of Kenya say that “women, like the weather, are unpredictable”55 and the 
proverb of the Oromo and Amhara of Ethiopia which says “It is a husband’s job to take care 
of the household, not woman’s.”56 While a household can mean family, it also represents a 
country where the expected leader is a man. These proverbs deny women’s ability to contribute 
to political life.  
Though the denial of women’s capability is more pronounced in rural areas than in urban, 
the androcentric proverbs are still used in urban areas in the DR Congo to justify the lack of 
trust in the ability of women to take political roles. The above proverbs portray a shared 
perception of women and their place in society. This perspective is limited to viewing women 
as submissive to men in both public and private spheres, both in rural and in urban areas. Mwasi 
 
52 Ngandu-Myango Malasi, Mutánga, 55. 
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atongaka mboka te expresses the perception that women are naturally incapable of building, 
organizing and leading societies.  
The third category of proverbs denies women’s ability to perform jobs that are culturally 
perceived as masculine. Ngandu argues that gendered roles like these are much more 
pronounced in rural African areas where women can go fishing, but only a certain kind of 
fishing is allowed to them while men can do all other public and economically productive 
forms of fishing as well as other works such as hunting and crafts including repairing fishing 
nets for women.57  
Ngandu's point can be illustrated by the story about a group of women (in a contemporary 
rural area in the Northeast province of the DR Congo) who started a fishing project to help 
each other financially.58 This project created many problems since a group of men refused to 
work with fisher-women, considering fishing to be an unsuitable job for a woman. After 
several attempts to convince them, the women started their own business as fisher-women; 
they succeeded and started hiring a good number of men. Today this fisher-women group owns 
a boat. Thus, the restrictive norms that exclude women from fully participating in the public 
sphere could create broader limitations on the range of opportunities available for the good of 
the community. This example shows that ethicists and theologians should not overlook the 
impact of traditional gender norms on the exclusion of women to the common good and 
therefore to their impoverishment in the contemporary DR Congo and Sub-Saharan African 
countries. 
 
57 Ngandu-Myango Malasi, Mutánga, 58–59. 
58 I was told this story by a female member of the fisher-women group during a workshop I led on their 
behalf in the summer of 2017. 
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There is a saying in Lingala which identifies women who do “males’ jobs” as mwasi-
mobali or, “woman-men.” This expression is often used to describe women who carry major 
responsibilities or who do things which are considered to be masculine tasks, such as building 
a house. This saying is also used for women who take the liberty to override their culture in 
acting in a way that is expected from men. Thus, identifying a woman as a woman-man only 
because she is able to play the same roles men play in a society suggests that the nature of a 
woman, endowed with capability, dignity, and creativity, is denied.  
The fourth group of proverbs describe women as a source of evil—if not evil itself. This is 
the case of the Lingala saying: Kolia na mwasi kolia na ndoki—“To eat with a woman means 
to eat with a witch.”59 It resonates with the Yoruba proverb that says “Don’t confide in a 
woman.”60 Several other Lingala and Kikongo maxims and sayings have public approval and 
convey violence against women’s humanity.  
The fifth category of proverbs denies women’s maturity, wisdom, and rights, insinuating 
that they are inferior to men, and considering women as the weaker sex. As the Lingala proverb 
says: Mobali ata ko azali mwana moke, azali mokolo ya mwasi. This proverb means “A man, 
even the youngest, is greater than a woman.” It affirms that, though a woman may be an adult 
or older, she will always need men’s help or guidance because “a woman has little brain.”61 In 
other words, even a young boy would be taken more seriously than an adult woman in many 
cases. As a consequence, as far as leadership positions and political participation are concerned, 
precedence will always be granted to males over females, regardless of their maturity or 
competence. This political discrimination intensifies the poverty of women. 
 
59 Schipper, Source of All Evil, 84. 
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Related to this is the idea likening women to a dog to be trained by a man. This echoes 
another Bushi proverb that says, Omunyere cibwâna: ocikomire ye nacihêka. It means that a 
girl is like a puppy that spontaneously follows the master who trains it. This proverb implies 
that women are not expected to take initiative; they need to be lined up (by men). This Bushi 
proverb is corroborated by the Luba saying, “Woman is like the earth: even a fool sits down on 
her.”62 The expression “sitting down” expresses a negation of women’s own creativity, but also 
a denial of women’s identity and humanity. This is related to the idea that a woman’s main role 
is to bear children (for her husband). Women internalize this duty, even at risk of their own 
lives.  
Several proverbs display the belief that women are a weaker sex, including the distinction: 
Loboko ya mwasi, loboko ya mobali (left hand, right hand). The left hand represents the female 
and the right one represents the male. Similarly, a brave act would be identified as being 
performed by the right hand while a failure would be performed by the left hand. This suggests 
also that “men are brave while women are not.”63 The left hand is considered weaker than the 
right one.  
The sixth group of proverbs grants women value only in relation to men’s value. As the 
Lingala saying puts it, Mwasi ata aza na mbongo soki aza na mobali te ezali soucis ya mikolo 
na mikolo. It means: “A woman, even if she has money, is not fulfilled without a male 
presence.” This proverb is continually repeated by the elderly, adult, young, and children in 
conversation and in songs. Its popularity displays the extent of internalization. It echoes 
another saying, Mwasi aza kaka mwasi. That is to say, “Woman is still obliged to rely on a 
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man to resolve problems.” Or, as the Luba proverb says, “A woman without a man is a field 
without seed.”64 The latter suggests that unmarried, particularly women, have no value, for 
women have value only when they can be identified through a male. Another Bushi proverb 
states, Omunyere orhajira muchinja wabo, yo ngoko ebikira emurhamba: “A woman without 
brother is like a singing hen in a hen house.” These proverbs echo the Ghanaian that says, “like 
hens, women wait for cocks to crow,”65 meaning that it is only when a man is nearby that a 
woman finds fulfilment. They are suggesting that women are unable to function by themselves. 
A military man with whom I spoke in 2012 in the eastern DR Congo expresses this viewpoint 
well: 
Case Baba P. KIJESHI. These are Swahili words. They literally mean “military man.” 
Kijeshi is fifty-six. He is a sergeant major in the regular national army and has a bachelor’s 
degree. He is a father of six children. I asked Baba Kijeshi what he thought about women’s 
leadership in the DR Congo. In response to this question he said,  
There are things in which men are better than women like the army and the police. 
The areas reserved for women in the army are dressmaking or the administration. 
You will find more women in the army in these sectors. Women: if you want some 
sponsorship from men, seek it, it will be granted but do not ask for equality between 
us because we are not equal. 
 
This statement echoes the culture that excludes women from participating in decisions-making 
roles and that worsens their poverty in the DR Congo. Several other cases illustrate the ways 
DR Congo’s women themselves internalize the “peanut seed” proverb.  
 
64 Schipper, Source of All Evil, 24. 




Case Three: Mama N. MAPASA. These are Lingala words. They literally mean “the 
mother of twins.” She is thirty, married, with a bachelor’s degree. Mother of four children, 
Mapasa is dedicated to domestic tasks while looking for jobs.  
[Mapasa] believes four children are not enough to enlarge the clan. Despite advice to be 
more aware of the problems of having children that she and her husband cannot care for, 
she continued to want more children. Consequently, a fifth baby died before birth. She 
was narrowly saved herself from that delivery. Yet, despite such a risk of losing her own 
life, she became pregnant the sixth time with triplets. Again, this was a risky pregnancy. 
One of the babies was lost early in the pregnancy. The other two were delivered at the 
seventh month of pregnancy. The premature babies delivered at a hospital that had only 
two incubators. The latter were in use when she delivered. A few hours after delivering, 
the twins and mother were transferred alive to a big hospital where they had available 
incubators. But the babies died one after another before they could be incubated. The 
mother herself was very weak and needed a lot of care in addition to the shock of losing 
her babies. Mapasa lost her triplets in 2017. Since then, I meet her every summer, she 
has not yet recovered. This loss has created an emptiness within her that God’s grace 
alone would fill.  
 
Indeed, the peanut seed proverb is powerful and still impoverishing women to the point of 
killing them. This woman is only one case among the many of the DR Congo.  
Case Four: R. AKILI MINGI. These are Swahili words. They literally mean “very smart.” 
Akili Mingi is thirty-two. She was a woman, single, and assistant professor in a local university. 
She was also an activist advocating for gender equality in the DR Congo through an 
international NGO. She worked hard for the change of the DR Congo’s laws that protected men 
in case of domestic abuses against women. Yet, this woman too followed the cultural imperative 
to bear children, no matter the risk. Unable to bear children, she chose to have therapeutic 
surgery, knowing how risky it is to go through surgery in the DR Congo in order to get pregnant. 
Yet, she wanted to have a baby and chose to take the risk. She went to the hospital driving her 
own car, the surgery went wrong and she never came back. She was only 32 years old. 
Anecdotes such as these are not limited to my personal experience, and are not rare in a context 
like that of the DR Congo. They display what Bourdillon sees widely in religious traditions: 
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Religious traditions usually focus on what is done and whom one associates with. Beliefs 
are usually a reflection on community gatherings and rituals, rather than the reason for 
them. If we are to present a true account of the society under study, we need to focus not 
only on what is said, but also on what we observe people doing. Further, we need to pay 
attention to sounds, smells, tastes, and other sensations. Religion is not simply a system 
of beliefs and formal rituals; [but] it comprises events which take place in real, bodily 
life.66  
 
These examples display how the ethical system underlying misogynistic proverbs shapes the 
anthropological poverty of millions of the DR Congo’s women. Also, these examples echo 
Booth’s insight that, more than a systematic reading, recounting experiences can explain much 
better how African religion becomes a way of life. 
Going back to the twins’ mother, I must add that she is not a submissive woman at all. She 
manages to look for jobs. She wants to work to provide for her children. However, she is so 
shaped by the reproductive value praised in the proverbs that she does not realize the negative 
impact of having so many babies on her quest for employment. Nor does she consider their 
limited resources to provide for them. Somehow for her, even though it is valuable to find a job, 
her dignity is so affirmed through her children, that she is willing to risk death to have more 
children. As the cases show, women internalize the proverbs’ message that their inner worth is 
grounded in their motherhood rather than in their being beloved and created in the image of 
God.  
Given the similarity of the proverbs throughout Africa, there is no need to enlarge the list 
of cases similar to those of the twins’ mother and the woman who died. One can readily affirm 
that women are not only impoverished by slavery and collusion of colonial power and Western 
Christianity; they are also impoverished by the oppressive systems displayed in the proverbs. 
The denial of women’s dignity through the proverbs deprives women of their dignity, freedom, 
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and thought—from all their rights. The proverbs show how, even within the scheme of ATR, 
women “sink into a kind of poverty which no longer concerns only the external or internal goods 
or possessions, but that attacks at their very ‘being, essence, and dignity of the human 
person.’”67 For this reason, I take issue with Magesa’s and even Mbiti’s to idealize the African 
religion. 
II.1.4. Magesa’s and Mbiti’s Idealization of African Religion 
Mbiti counts the proverbs among the oldest forms of African religious and philosophical 
wisdom.68 However, he explains that we cannot use them to infer that women’s humanity is 
denied in African religions. He gives two reasons for this statement. On the one hand, the 
philosophical content of the proverbs is mainly situational.69 On the other hand, women have a 
clear place in African religions anyway.70 However, Mbiti did not explain what he meant by 
“situational” nor explain the clear place of women in African religion(s).  
The situational character of the proverbs most likely means what Abbé Kagaragu Ntabaza 
refers to when he explains that proverbs are associated with a matrix of ideas or a given cultural 
complexity.71 It also means that they are not absolute truths; their meaning and relevance can 
vary from one cultural context to another.72 I grant that African religion contains immutable 
truths that affirms the sacredness of women, as I will show in the section to follow. However, 
the cultural complex of the proverbs, even situational, continues to shape morality and the 
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71 Kagaragu Ntabaza, Abbe, Emigani Bali Bantu: Proverbes et Maximes Des Bashi, VI. 
72 Elizabeth Amoah, “African Traditional Religion and the Concept of Poverty,” in Religion and Poverty: 
Pan-African Perspectives, ed. Peter J. Paris (Durham: Duke University Press, 2009), 112. 
 
 72 
ethical systems regarding women’s dignity and negatively impacts their participation in society 
and therefore their chances to address their poverty.  
Magesa advocates for the idea that preserving life and respecting the sacredness of life are 
the main principles that define the ethical system in ATR. For him, the role of women in ATR 
was as a valued mediator within the family, a conciliator in the wider community, and that 
women were regarded with awe as the symbol of divine life itself.”73 According to him, women 
were regarded as carriers of life and, on that ground, were given a central role in peacemaking 
and reconciliation.74 Indeed, some proverbs affirm Magesa’s points. For example, a Bushi 
proverb says, Omukazi mubidu milala,75 meaning “The woman is the one who unites families.” 
A Kongo proverb says, “Women are like earthenware plates: not to be thrown in the waste 
pit.”76 The latter proverb suggests that women have to be respected and even to be regarded as 
precious. Thus, Magesa reinforces Mbiti’s statement that women did have a valued place in 
African religions. He argues that honoring a woman was equal to honoring the whole 
community and the land.77 However, in contrast to Mbiti, Laurenti Magesa specifically does 
acknowledge that women were often marginalized and oppressed in family, society, and 
politics in ATR:  
... it is true that the women in traditional society were regarded as having a place in the 
community which was not only different, but was also to some extent inferior. It is 
impossible to deny that women did, and still do, more than their fair share of the work 
in the fields and in the homes. By virtue of their sex they have suffered from inequalities 
which had nothing to do with their contribution to the family welfare. Although it is 
wrong to suggest that they have always been an oppressed group, it is true that within 
the traditional society ill treatment and enforced subservience could be their lot.78 
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For Magesa, therefore, any discourse about the liberation of African women needs to be 
contextualized, “otherwise nothing results in speaking out of this context but alienation of both 
the women themselves and African society in general.”79 The fallacy to avoid is taking “gender 
roles as determined and sanctioned by culture, on the basis of what culture perceives as natural, 
to be necessarily right and just, and therefore ethical.”80 He adds that,  
Roles or division of labor in Africa was meant primarily to enable the survival and 
functioning of society. It was not intentionally meant for the subjugation or alienation of 
women. But this does not mean that it did not contain a skewed, oppressive view of 
them.81  
 
I argue that, no matter how good an intention is, when it ends up subjugating people, whoever 
they are, and denying them fundamental dignity, such an intention needs to be questioned. 
Though an intention might be good, its consequences do matter.  
Magesa’s points suggest that formally, with regard to the consequences of the traditions as 
displayed in the proverbs, and materially, with regard to the subjugation and oppression of 
women, what drove the traditions in regard to women was the regulation of society, its survival 
and good functioning. Regardless, this was a patriarchal regulation in function. For Magesa, 
the subjugation and oppression of women is an accident, which does not determine the 
goodness or badness of the traditions. Magesa’s thoughts recall the case in which an evil action 
may happen to be ordained to a good end.82 Aquinas states that,  
in natural things, it is to be noted that the whole fullness of perfection due to a thing, 
is not from the mere substantial form…since a thing derives much from supervening 
accidents, as man does from shape, color, and the like; and if any one of these 
accidents be out of due proportion, evil is the result.83  
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In contrast to Magesa, I argue that the subjugation of women as displayed by the proverbs—
and in contemporary DR Congo life—is out of due proportion. For this reason, it is evil. The 
goodness of an action not only depends on the goodness or righteousness of its intention, but 
also on the circumstances which lead to the action. A good intention that ends up subjugating 
women for generations suggests that all the essential circumstances have not been considered 
or that the intention itself is not being applied in a right way and in respect to its inner goodness. 
The narrative of a judge of the DR Congo’s judiciary court that I came to know in my work 
is helpful to assess Magesa’s statement on the non-intentionality of the subjugation of women. 
I presented to this judge some cases of women abused by their husbands who resisted 
complying with the husband’s abusive requests. However, the judge believed it is wrong for a 
woman, abused or not, to refuse to comply with her husband’s requests because “the husband 
is the authority” of the household. For him, refusing to comply is making things worse in the 
sense that it undermines the good functioning of the marriage. The judge’s attitude here echoes 
the proverb that “It is a house where there is no male that the female speaks,”84 suggesting that 
no matter the participation of women, the last decision in household’s affairs belongs to men. 
The judge even referred to Pauline texts as reflected in the DR Congo’s family legal code as a 
result of collusion Church, political, and colonial power. The judge’s intention in endorsing 
male authority even in the cases of the abuse of women does not explicitly aim at subjugating 
women. Yet, his judgments are wrong and oppressive to women. They obviously corroborate 
women’s subjugation. Therefore, those judgments cannot be morally acceptable on the basis 
of their good intention to ensure “good” functioning of the family. 
 
84 Christensen, “The Role of Proverbs in Fante Culture,” 239. 
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In addition, Magesa argues that “African religious perspectives persist despite the odds 
against them, and they serve a positive purpose.”85 Magesa explains that “for African religion, 
all principles of morality and ethics are to be sought within the context of preserving life and 
its ‘power’ or ‘force.’”86 Since African religion is life-centered, those in authority are charged 
to ensure the well-being of the community and each one of its members.87 The oppressive 
proverbs toward women as well as the facts displaying the gender inequality in the DR Congo, 
however, show that the authority fails to ensure the well-being of women, therefore failing to 
enact the life-centered vision of the African religion in practice. The actual ethical system 
stifles women’s voices in society. It denies the fundamental principles of equal dignity between 
men and women. It also fails to affirm women’s sacredness and Ubuntu or humanness, which 
are the core of ATR itself. 
The meaning of Ubuntu goes far beyond the community level, in fact, embracing an even 
more comprehensive prospect. The latter is contained in its first prefix Ubu. The second prefix 
ntu means “the process of life as the unfolding of the universe by concrete manifestations in 
different forms and modes of being.”88 The ontological dimension in the concept of Ubuntu is 
also seen in the ways Ubuntu is etymologically defined. There are two concepts that form the 
word Ubuntu or mùntu: Bu-mùntu and Ki- mùntu. Both refer to the concept of “Being” or simple 
to “Be.” Bu-mùntu suggests humanity, bounty, benevolence, and justice89 and Ki-mùntu 
suggests compassion or mercy, a way of being that is more humanizing.90  Phonological variants 
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of Ubuntu suggest that the philosophy of Ubuntu stands against oppression, affirms solidarity 
with the weak, and a model of power that emphasizes love, justice, self-giving, and service of 
and towards women as well as men. As Mogobe argues, Ubuntu reaffirms the indivisibility 
between the “one-ness and whole-ness.”91 In Ubuntu, we are truly human when we use our lives 
for the good of others to whom we are bound by our humanity.  
There is a need for a solidarity that can help to correct any system that is abusive towards 
women or any other group within the African ethical system. The following section explores 
the extent to which the philosopher Thaddeus Metz responds to this challenge.  
  
 
SECTION TWO: WOMEN WITHIN THE COMMUNAL VIEW OF AFRICAN 
ETHICS  
Introduction 
Philosopher Thaddeus Metz makes a philosophical claim that solidarity should change the 
African way of life when it becomes abusive to women or to any other group in society. This 
claim is relevant to address the subjugation of women displayed in the African proverbs 
described previously. It is also significant for the vision of brotherhood, sisterhood, and kinship 
that lies behind the philosophy of Ubuntu, which I would argue can only stand through 
solidarity. This section will use the phenomena of gender inequality and sexual violence, 
especially in the DR Congo, to assess Metz’s philosophical view of communion and 
harmonious relationships in African ethics. 
 
91 Erasmus D. Prinsloo, “Ubuntu Culture And Participatory Management,” in The African Philosophy 
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II.2.1. Communal (Harmonious Relationship) View of African Ethics 
Metz suggests two ways for communion and harmonious relationships in African ethics. The 
first is sharing an identity. The other is living in solidarity with others. This solidarity seeks 
the common good, achieved through people in communion aiding each other.92 Since Afro-
communal ethics is essentially relational, Metz explains that “all agents must treat others as 
having dignity in virtue of their capacity to enter in a communal life.”93 Community, therefore, 
involves a combination of both identity and solidarity, as Metz’s schematic representation of 
communion in African ethics shows (figure 1). 
 
Figure 1: Metz’s Schematic Representation of Communion94 
For Metz, “it is not a relationship exhibiting both identity and solidarity that confers a moral 
status but rather an individual’s natural capacity for it.”95  This is in contrast to Kantianism and 
utilitarianism, wherein treating others rightly is the function of some good that is intrinsic to 
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the individual (autonomy according to Kantianism, and pleasure according to utilitarianism). 
In African ethics, on the other hand, people have dignity in virtue of their capacity to relate to 
others rather than by their virtue of being part of an established group.96 Thus, harmonious 
relationships and caring are key for identity, not merely belonging. This idea of harmony with 
neighbors existed in the ancient Egyptian nation, around 3,000 BC, even before the prophet 
Buddha, Jesus, and Mohammed. Harmony with neighbors aimed to provide a flourishing life 
and it is sought out as a response to conflicts within family, community, and nation..97 
Metz contrasts the idea of harmony in community in African ethics with the individualistic 
views of Western thought. He adds that Western moral views “focus on an intrinsic property 
of individuals such as their pleasure, desire-satisfaction, self-ownership, integrity, desert, or 
autonomy,”98 while African ethics focuses on “community [as] a characteristic feature of 
African or sub-Saharan worldviews and practices.”99 This means that while we must grant that 
community is also valued in other parts of the world, it is “a value salient among the black 
cultures below the Sahara desert in a way that it tends not to be elsewhere.”100 As Desmond 
Tutu puts it, “the communal harmony that enhances the humanity and personhood of all in the 
community” is the summum bonum, the “greatest good,”101 which is worthy to be pursued for 
its own sake.  
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Metz continues that, while Western Kantian-oriented morality focuses on autonomy or 
rationality as central to the dignity of the human person,102 African ethics is essentially 
“relational” and specifically “communal.” Desmond Tutu expresses this in even clearer terms, 
stating that  
My humanity is caught up, is inextricably bound up, in yours. We belong in a bundle 
of life. We say, “a person is a person through other people.” It is not “I think therefore 
I am.” It says rather: “I am human because I belong. I participate, I share.” A person 
with Ubuntu is open and available to others, affirming of others, does not feel 
threatened that others are able and good, for he or she belongs in a greater whole and 
is diminished when others are humiliated or diminished, when others are tortured or 
oppressed, or treated as if they were less than who they are.103  
 
Tutu’s description of Ubuntu is relevant. It affirms that we are all called to be people of Ubuntu. 
It is towards this call to human solidarity that Thaddeus Metz’s view inclines.  
Metz strongly disagrees with the many African philosophers and theologians who argue 
that African ethics promotes the interests of the community over those of individuals. He 
discredits the authors who emphasize the communal to the detriment of the individual, 
conveying the idea that, in African ethics, “community is ontologically and morally prior to 
the individual.”104  For Metz, affirming that community is more important than the individual 
is a distortion of what African ethics involves and constitutes a source of tension between 
African values and individual differences. He stands against a kind of Ubuntu which he calls 
the “Southern African catchword for morality,” whose proponents leave behind the importance 
of individuals realizing their aspirations or desires, including acquiring vocations or personal 
skills which embrace the communitarian way of life.105 He cites Nkondo saying, 
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If you asked ubuntu advocates and philosophers: What principles inform and organize 
your life? What do you live for?... [T]he answers would express commitment to the 
good of the community in which their identities were formed, and a need to experience 
their lives as bound up in that of their community (Nkondo 2007, 91).106 
 
Metz maintains that community in African ethics is “sufficiently respectful of difference.”107  
He also stands against African theologians who argue that  
social interests are invariably stronger than individual ones, that personhood is 
constituted by adherence to a given community’s standards, that unanimous agreement 
must be achieved at all costs or that overriding goods include upholding traditions and 
being deemed useful to society.108 
 
He argues that the idea that “personhood is acquired by conforming to social norms”109  leads 
to oppressing homosexuals, lesbians, and women and is therefore a distortion of the vision of 
Ubuntu. This oppression elicits anger against a way of life that acts contrary to its harmonious 
ideals or that does not ensure the interplay between collective consciousness of the need to 
preserve community and the dignity of each individual. No community can stand where 
individuals’ rights or inner value are trampled on. Thus, Metz does not share the idea that 
Ubuntu as a way of life is communal at the cost of the individual and I share his view. 
Metz explains that, discrimination based on sexual orientation or gender is even censured 
by the law in some parts of Sub-Saharan Africa. As he puts it,  
For example, even if homosexuality, for example, were not criminalized, the law 
might permit those who run universities and corporations not to admit those who are 
gay and to dismiss those who are discovered to be. Or the law might allow those in 
charge of allocating educational and work opportunities to do so on a gendered basis, 
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For Metz, these practices of repressive communitarianism that leave no place for individual 
liberties easily obscure differences, not only based on sexual orientation, but also on gender. 
What Metz overlooks is that even when the law might not be discriminatory in itself, the 
patriarchal mindset of Church and society often takes the lead in discriminating on a gender 
basis. For example, a woman or a nun theologian would have more trouble being hired as a 
teacher in a seminary than a man or a priest would.  
Thus, communitarian views opposing individual dignity do not necessarily define African 
ethics. Rather, they show that African communitarianism is not rightly understood and that it 
is made incompatible with true African ethics. From a philosophical standpoint, Metz affirms 
a communal framework that implies identity as a share in a way of life, caring for the quality 
of life for all members, and solidarity in sustaining a flourishing life for all. This solidarity 
suggests “promoting others’ well-being, being sympathetic, acting for the common good and 
showing concern for others,”111 as well as partaking in their joy and suffering.  
Thus, in virtue of the relational dimension of Christian ethics, in which people come 
together, participate cooperatively, and commit to serving the need of one another through 
mutual aid. The people’s coming together is altruistic, caring for the other’s sake. Metz’s vision 
of solidarity suggests a deep desire to take responsibility for alleviating the suffering of the 
individual encountered in a relationship.112 Afro-communal ethics is, then, not only compatible 
with the different, it is also inclusive of difference.113  
Metz’s description of communal African ethics is a philosophical ideal which is not meant 
to be descriptive of how communitarian and relational African societies actually function. Even 
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if the values it highlights were not and are still not lived up to in African societies consistently, 
they are prescriptions that draw on values that are significant elements of these societies. These 
values provide a reconstruction of what is particularly attractive about some facets of African 
cultures, especially solidarity. I argue that this solidarity is not to be taken for granted, 
considering both the abusive proverbs as well as the evil of sexual violence against women in 
contexts of war and conflict as the section to follow illustrates.  
The philosophical prescriptions of Metz, emphasizing the dignity of the individual, is 
challenged by the present reality of abuses against women. The recent statistics of the United 
Nations Development Program (UNDP) on the poverty of women are illustrative of this point. 
To the UNDP data, I add research showing the anthropological poverty of women through 
rape, used as a weapon of war, and I argue that this data is overlooked by the UNDP. At the 
same time, I claim that women’s anthropological poverty challenges Metz’s representation of 
communion and harmonious relationships in African ethics. 
II.2.2. Sub-Saharan African Women’s Poverty—Challenges to the African Communal-
Harmonious View 
According to the 2018 UNDP estimates, the majority of the world population living below the 
income poverty line are in Sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia.114 The 2019 UNDP’s report 
attests that among 105 countries, 77% of population falls below the poverty line, the Sub-
Saharan African region boast the highest number of impoverished people with 560 million of 
the world’s poor followed by South Asia (540 million). Sub-Saharan Africa is also ranked with 
a high gender inequality index regarding maternal mortality in the birth process and the 
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adolescent birth rate. It is also counted among regions where women hardly have access to 
high-level education, even in the 21st century.  
However, women in Sub-Saharan Africa beat the record of the world’s poor despite a 
higher labor force participation rate than most comparably ranked countries at 63.5% for 
women (age 15 and older) against 72.9% for men. It is followed by East Asia and the Pacific 
(59.7% against 77% for men), Latin America and the Caribbean (51.8% against 77.2% for 
men), Europe and Central Asia (45.2% against 70.1% for men), South Asia (25.9% against 
78.8% for men), and finally the Arab States (20.4% against 73.8% for men). Yet despite this 
high rate of women in the labor force, Sub-Saharan African women share only 23.5% of 
parliament seats.115  
Besides the absence of women in parliament seats and other decisions-making positions, 
the abuses of women in Sub-Saharan Africa tend to be the highest than any other part of the 
world. To illustrate, Amnesty International counts the DR Congo among the worst places in 
the world to be a woman, along with Afghanistan, Pakistan, Somalia, and India.116 This claim 
is illustrated by this scourge of rape as a weapon which has been practiced in the DR Congo 
against women at an unimaginable scale. Besides, information about areas in which women’s 
rights could be advances, the violence against women in war continues to go under-reported.  
Violence against women in wars, especially rape used as a weapon of war, is another factor 
increasing the anthropological poverty of the DR Congo women and women of other Sub-
Saharan African nations torn apart with conflicts.   
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Nontando M. Hadebe writes on the abduction of schoolgirls by the Boko Haram in northern 
Nigeria in April 2014. She argues that this abduction of girls in wars represents violence that 
“characterizes the lives of many women and sexual minorities in Sub-Saharan Africa.”117 It is 
important to note that, in the DR Congo, rape as a weapon of war is very tied to the mining 
economy.118 This tie suggests a continuity of the colonial and postcolonial politics of greed 
and plunder, by which the DR Congo operates, as suggested by Katongole. It also shows 
continuity from the abuses of women under colonial mining, as described by Coquery-
Vidrovitch in Chapter One. Besides, the DR Congo case not only illuminates the reality of the 
African wars but of many of the worst war zones around the globe. It shows how “women are 
the face of poverty… [or how] poverty manifests in the lives of women in various forms,” 119 
beyond the African continent. I argue that women’s poverty, beyond Congolese women’s 
poverty, constitutes a “sign of the times,” relevant to inform the Church’s teaching on the 
preferential option for the poor. 
II.2.3. Rape with Extreme Violence (REV) in the DR Congo—Challenges to the African 
Communal-Harmonious View 
Rape has been used against women in conflict zones all over the world. The estimated scale of 
sexual violence during World War II and in several countries in conflicts indicates that rape 
has been and continues to be used as a prevalent weapon of war even in contemporary times. 
Up to 200,000 Bengali women were raped by members of the Pakistani army in their attempt 
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to suppress the Independent Movement in Bangladesh in 1971. US troops used the same 
weapon in the Vietnam War against Vietnamese women as “standard operating procedure.”120 
Up to 20,000 - 50,000 cases were recorded in Bosnia-Herzegovina between 1991-93.121 This 
weapon was used recently in the massacre of Muslim Bosnians in Srebrenica in 1995, in Syria, 
Iraq, Burma, Croatia, Colombia, Haiti, and Mexico. In Africa, the number of victims of sexual 
violence in war zones was accounted to 50,000-64,000 in Sierra Leone between 1991-2002, 
and 250,000-500,000 in the 100 days Rwandan genocide in 1994. This weapon is still used in 
war zones in Libya, Guinea, South Sudan, Liberia, Sierra Leone, and Uganda.122 
The use of rape as a weapon of war reflects “systematic or strategic and opportunistic forms 
of sexual violence that occur in the build-up to, active fighting in, and aftermath of armed 
conflict.”123 It is “a deliberate strategy of one or more parties to the armed conflict.”124 As 
Bülent Diken and Carsten Bagge Laustsen state,  
War rape is perhaps the clearest example of an asymmetric strategy. In war rape, the 
enemy soldier attacks a civilian (not a combatant), a woman (not another male soldier), 
and only indirectly to hold or take territory. The prime aim of war rape is to inflict 
trauma and thus to destroy family ties and group solidarity within the enemy camp. 
Apart from the demoralization, war rape can also become an integral aspect of ethnic 
cleansing.125  
 
Rape as a weapon of war can also include mass rape and extensive forced prostitution.126 Such 
a weapon is used because of the way it destroys the social structure of the community, 
humiliating the adverse camp, and transforming women into “abjects.”127 Diken and Laustsen 
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used the word “abject” to mean that women are forced to feel as “‘dirty,’ morally inferior 
person[s].”128 Rape enacts abjection by not only demonstrating the power of one camp over 
the other but also by denigrating the victim from without and spoiling her from within, making 
her feel ashamed.129  
Rape with extreme violence (REV) is a term coined by Dr. Denis Mukwege, who is a 
doctor, obstetrician, and gynecologist, and the 2018 Nobel Peace Prize Laureate. He is the 
director of Panzi Hospital in the eastern DR Congo, a pioneer in the treatment of female victims 
of rape. Dr. Denis Mukwege is known for “repairing” the physical pathologies created by REV. 
The concept of “repairing” women is used by Dr. Mukwege himself to show the extent to 
which REV destroys women’s bodies. It also suggests that REV is used with the intention to 
deny women their humanity.  
Mukwege has identified three primary types of violent rape: gang rape, usually by three or 
more men, leading to a high risk of injury; genital mutilation; and the intentional transmission 
of sexually transmitted diseases such as chlamydia and HIV.130  Human Rights Watch reported 
that around five hundred thousand women were subjected to rape during the 1994 Rwandan 
Genocide. It is estimated that up to five thousand children were born from pregnancies 
resulting from these rapes and who are now stigmatized as unwanted children. According to 
the survey conducted by the Ministry of Family in Rwanda, after 1994, 35% of the pregnant 
women referred to the hospital conceived during rape. This number could be even higher, 
considering that some of the raped women choose to commit suicide when they find out that 
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they are pregnant. As a Rwandan rape survivor asked, “how can you have a child of someone 
who killed your husband and children?”131 Many other women chose not to disclose they had 
been raped after finding themselves pregnant. Many kept the child but abandoned them later. 
According to the United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (UN 
OCHA), in 2010, more than five thousand women were raped between January and August in 
the province of South Kivu alone,132 and “in 2011, a nationally representative household survey 
estimated that 1.69 to 1.80 million Congolese women had been raped in their lifetime.”133 The 
actual magnitude of rape is not known. The actual estimates of rape are lower than the 
reported.134 Panzi hospital reports having treated 48,482 women who have been victims of 
extreme sexual violence by 2015.135  
The perpetrators of rape in the DR Congo include the Rwandan and Ugandan armed groups 
and foreign armies, including those arising from the DR Congo itself. These are reinforced by 
soldiers recruited from refugee camps from the DR Congo, Burundi, and Uganda.136 The 
eastern borderlands and waters of the DR Congo—from North to South—are full of key 
mineral and energy resources such as diamond, gold, coltan, copper, cobalt, tin, manganese, 
zinc, coal, uranium, and oil—to name only these few. Groups of armed “rebels” are among the 
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main perpetrators of rape as they exploit the natural resources in the borderlands.137 The 
situation of Congo is a war-rape-mining triad. 
The vulnerability to which this triad exposes women is without equal, alienating what 
Meghan Clark calls the “self-determination, self-realization/self-actualization”138 of women. 
It is women’s humanity that is imperiled, their ability to participate in community and to be in 
solidarity that are hindered. I agree with Metz that solidarity needs to be the corrective virtue 
which changes the abusive dimensions of women’s lives within the African worldview. 
Solidarity has potential to restore what Clark calls “self-determination, self-realization/self-
actualization.” Neither women nor any other social group, such as homosexuals, should be 
excluded from participating fully in shaping the communal way of life. Moreover, given the 
fact that participation is a preamble to any harmonious relationship, there is a need to change 
the schematic representation of communion as suggested by Metz to include the reality of the 
marginalized groups of Sub-Saharan Africa and to ensure solidarity plays its central role.  
It is crucial to look into the ideological and political potential of such a solidarity to face 
the challenges that abuses of women pose to African religion. This solidarity will not only 
emphasize that individuals should embrace the whole community, as suggested by Magesa,139 
but it will also include the people-centered dimension—suggesting interests in peoples and 
members of the community.140 Metz’s vision of communion suggests a more vertical process, 
in which solidarity is the bottom level upon which community can be built up. I argue, 
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however, that for solidarity to effect change, it must take the center place within a horizontal 
model, where excluded groups such as women and homosexuals would participate fully. 
It is important to note that Metz does affirm the precedence of solidarity against the 
marginalization of women or that of any other group in society: 
identity must be tempered by solidarity, and the latter might often take precedence. 
Where a traditional practice such as clitoridectomy is patently harmful, the fundamental 
value of care would recommend criticism and change… Hence, where practices are 
gendered or otherwise authoritarian and harmful, one who prizes communal relations 
has clear ground to struggle against them.141 
 
Rape alienates women, their families, and their communities. It prevents them from any 
harmonious relationship and kills both the individual that Metz affirms so strongly as well as 
the community. The complexity of this alienation needs to be considered in Metz’s view and 
schematic representation of communion in African ethics, which, though prescriptive, 
overlooks the many challenges faced by women to move forward towards a flourishing shared 
way of life. Our orthopraxis speaks about the orthodoxy by which we chose to live. 
A horizontal and inclusive model is more likely to be transformative of a way of life that 
is currently incoherent with the sacredness of the life of each person and group. My aim is not 
to elaborate on the contrast between the prescriptive representation of communion suggested 
by Metz and the reality of women or other excluded groups in Sub-Saharan Africa. My aim is 
to undertake the same prescriptive task as Metz’s, a theological task to suggest a representation 
that is more inclusive of the reality of women and that ensures that no interest, whether cultural, 
religious, or economic, comes at the cost of women’s identity and dignity. An orthodoxy that 
affirms the community but whose orthopraxis sacrifices the individual could be read as “We 
are; therefore, I am not,” instead of “I am because we are” as proponents of Ubuntu suggest. I 
 
141 Metz, “The Western Ethic of Care or an Afro-Communitarian Ethic?,” 87. 
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suggest that the Christian preferential option for the poor in Catholic social teaching provides 
prescriptive theological insights that can ground women’s dignity and sacredness of life but it 
needs to be inclusive of the poverty of the particularity of women’s poverty of the described 
in this work. 
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CONCLUSION—IMPLICATIONS OF WOMEN’S POVERTY FOR THE PREFERENTIAL 
OPTION FOR THE POOR IN CATHOLIC SOCIAL TEACHING 
 
Catholic ethicists agree that there has been a shift from classicism to historical consciousness, 
which implies an inductive method of reasoning that considers the diversity of situations in 
which Christians find themselves today. The shift toward historical consciousness was made 
particularly in Gaudium et spes (1965) and Octogesima adveniens (1971).1 However, these 
same ethicists also agree that the teaching often “too easily” makes universal claims that 
overlook the dissimilarities across groups of people.2 Likewise, Catholic social teaching tends 
to overlook women’s poverty in general. 
Women’s poverty, especially the Sub-Saharan African and their causing factors enhances 
the historical consciousness embraced by the Church and should inform the Church’s teaching 
on the preferential option for the poor which is a central feature of Catholic social teaching,3 
Gustavo Gutiérrez suggests that in making the preferential option for the poor, it is “to the 
oppressed that the Church should address itself and not so much to the oppressors; furthermore, 
this action will give true meaning to the Church's witness to poverty.”4 I suggest that making 
an option for the poor is about carrying out a prophetic mission in such a way that this mission 
is to be taken by the poor themselves. The option by the poor suggests a Church that leads the 
poor to a living Word, as Archbishop Romero argues, an option for the poor   
 
1 Charles E. Curran, Catholic Social Teaching, 1891-Present: A Historical, Theological, and Ethical 
Analysis, Moral Traditions Series (Washington, D.C: Georgetown University Press, 2002). 
2 Kenneth R. Himes, “Introduction,” in Modern Catholic Social Teaching: Commentaries and 
Interpretations, ed. Kenneth R. Himes et al., Second edition (Washington, D.C: Georgetown University Press, 
2018), 6. 
3 David Hollenbach, “Commentary on Gaudium et Spes (Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern 
World),” in Modern Catholic Social Teaching: Commentaries and Interpretations, ed. Kenneth R. Himes, Second 
edition (Washington, D.C: Georgetown University Press, 2018), 297. 
4 Gustavo Gutiérrez, A Theology of Liberation: History, Politics, and Salvation (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis 
Books, 1988), 70. 
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makes [the poor] aware of what sin and grace are, and of what must be resisted and 
what must be built up on earth. It is a word that demands of our consciences and of our 
lives not only that we judge the world by the criteria of the kingdom of God, but that 
we act accordingly. It is a word that we must not only hear but put into practice.5 
 
Making the option for the poor is one of the Church’s affirmation to act accordingly to the 
Kingdom of God, which, though eschatological, is near and present among the people of God. 
Since Jesus has a particular focus on the poor, so does the Church.6   
Pope Paul VI affirms that,  
When preaching liberation and associating herself with those who are working and 
suffering for it, the Church is certainly not willing to restrict her mission only to the 
religious field and dissociate herself from man’s temporal problems.7 
 
Among the temporal problems that inhibit the development of the poor, Catholic social 
teaching puts much focus on the economic factors more than the anthropological and socio-
cultural, besides the poverty of women as extensively discussed in the previous chapters has 
been neglected.  
Pope John Paul II called out the lack of infrastructure and industrialization, the poor 
distribution of goods, abuses of fundamental human rights, and the debt of developing nations 
toward industrialized nations. Pope Benedict XVI, in turn, acknowledged that Marxism and 
Capitalism had instituted poverty throughout history. He affirmed that the capitalist system has 
contributed to a growing distance between rich and poor and the degradation of personal 
 
5 Óscar A. Romero, “Third Pastoral Letter, the Church and Popular Political Organizations,” in Voice of the 
Voiceless: The Four Pastoral Letters and Other Statements, trans. Michael J. Walsh (Maryknoll, N.Y: Orbis 
Books, 1985), 95–96. 
6 Allan Figueroa Deck, S.J., “Commentary on Populorum Progressio (On the Development of Peoples),” in 
Modern Catholic Social Teaching: Commentaries and Interpretations, ed. Kenneth R. Himes, Second edition 
(Washington, D.C: Georgetown University Press, 2018), 308. 





dignity through all kinds of deceptive illusions of happiness.8 These are significant causes of 
poverty in the world but they do not consider the whole picture of the roots of poverty that lead 
to the economic poverty. 
Benedict XVI also reminded us that there are new causes of poverty. He included the 
shattering armed conflicts which are even more devastating in Africa to the point of 
dehumanizing the people.9 He emphasized that the responsibility to care for the poor is 
incumbent upon all of us because “we are always responsible for the suffering, the sick, the 
marginalized, the poor” who need our Diakonia.10 Although the popes acknowledge that 
poverty and armed conflicts marginalize the people, they still fail to look deeply into roots 
causes of armed conflicts and the different faces of the marginalization these conflicts create 
for men and women.   
To end poverty, Catholic social teaching has made multiple recommendations and calls, 
including reducing economic inequality, practicing mercy and solidarity toward the poor, and 
promoting integral development to allow the poor access to dignified work. Paul VI quoted 
Louis-Joseph Lebret, a French Dominican social scientist and philosopher, pioneer of 
development ethics, who advocated for an economy put at the service of human beings. Lebret 
affirmed a humanism and model of development that ensures the dignity of the people, 
allowing them to move from the “less than human conditions to truly human ones.”11 The 
Church's discourses on the preferential option for the poor support Lebret’s insights insisting 
 
8 Benedict XVI, “Inaugural Session of the Fifth General Conference of the Bishops of Latin America and the 
Caribbean: Address of His Holiness Benedict XVI.,” May 2007, 8. 
9 Benedict XVI, “Apostolic Journey of the Holy Father Benedict XVI to Cameroon and Angola: Meeting 
with the Special Council of the Synod for Africa,” March 2009. 
10 Benedict XVI, “Meeting of His Holiness Benedict XVI with the Priests of the Diocese of Albano.,” August 
2006, 7. 
11 Paul VI, “PP,” para. 20. 
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on the need to improve the quality of life for all with a focus on the improvement of the 
economic conditions of life. Paul VI addressed the United Nations, pleading the case of the 
impoverished nations, calling all to organize and act in charity towards the emerging countries. 
He made it clear that new structures of justice are required to meet a sustainable solution to 
poverty and encouraged international justice.12   
John Paul II, in turn, continued on the same path as Paul VI by observing that addressing 
poverty would require reducing inequalities between rich and poor (as aggravated by the debt 
system). He recommended creativity in creating a just distribution of goods that avoids the 
burden of debt afflicting the developing nations.13 Pope Francis, similarly, insists that "the rich 
must help the poor" and urges all to practice generous solidarity.14  
Besides the economic and paternalistic approaches to end poverty that can be observed 
from the above teaching, Catholic teaching does actively promote participation of the poor 
themselves in decision-making processes impacting their lives to become artisans of their 
future. The Church’s teaching calls upon international agencies to find ways and strategies to 
address structural problems and empower the vulnerable to become agents rather than 
recipients of justice.15 However, the scope of anthropological poverty as developed in this work 
is barely considered in the Church’s analysis. For example, the popes praise the education that 
was provided by colonizers to colonized without any mention of the ways this education 
annihilated peoples' identities and personhood or of how the legacy of colonial education 
continues to shape peoples in post-colonial societies as mentioned in Chapters One and Two. 
 
12 Ibid., 5. 
13 John Paul II, "Message of John Paul II to Cardinal Renato Raffaele Martino, President of the Pontifical 
Council for Justice and Peace.," July 2004. 
14 Pope Francis, “EG,” para. 58. 




Catholic social teaching especially falls short when it comes to the poverty of women, 
especially that which arises from the atrocities of sexual violence and the biblical patriarchal 
biases. These factors aggravate women’s poverty in modern Sub-Saharan Africa but also 
beyond the African continent; they cannot continue to go unnoticed in Church’s teaching. 
Although the examples brought forward in this work focus on the DR Congo and the Great 
Lakes region in Sub-Saharan Africa, I have shown that rape against women, for example, is 
not only a Sub-Saharan African challenge or a warzone “fléau [scourge];” it is an evil that a 
significant number of women suffer worldwide, in war-zones and peaceful areas of the 
industrialized world. DR Congo simply mirrors the worst cases of the evil of rape around the 
world as it has been declared “Rape Capital of the World.”16 These two particular forms of 
poverty of women must inform the Church’s teaching on the option for the poor.  
African feminist theologians seem to suggest that there is little hope that the Church will 
embrace an inductive approach to include the impoverished women. For Anne Arabome, 
change in the Church’s approach to women is not likely to take place since there seems “to be 
little or no recognition of woman as playing the role of subordinate human beings.”17 Arabome 
denounces the fact that there is no recognition of the extent to which the Church itself 
contributes to the fact that women are doubly poor. While affirming that women are victims of 
the world’s inequality, she asks: “where is the teaching church in regard to issues of rape and 
domestic violence?”18 
 
16 Galya Ruffer, “Research and Testimony in the ‘Rape Capital of the World’: Experts and Evidence in 
Congolese Asylum Claims,” in Adjudicating Refugee and Asylum Status: The Role of Witness, Expertise, and 
Testimony, ed. Benjamin N. Lawrance and Galya Ruffer (New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 
84–101. 
17 Arabome, “When a Sleeping Woman Wakes: A Conversation with Pope Francis in Evangelii Gaudium 
about the Feminization of Poverty,” 59. 
18 Ibid., 61. 
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 Similarly, Nontando Hadebe, a senior lecturer at St. Augustine University in 
Johannesburg, South Africa, corroborates Arabome’s stance, arguing that Catholic social 
teaching principles, including the option for the poor, must be applied to particular experiences 
like that of violence against women and sexual minorities. For Hadebe, regarding this violence, 
this application has failed.19 She considers “the construction of masculinities” among the 
factors that fuel violence against women,20 which I argue is significantly shaped by biblical 
gender biases, which Church’s teaching on the option for the poor also overlooks. Pope Francis 
does recognize that women are doubly poor, enduring situations of exclusion, violence, and 
mistreatment that make them the most excluded and outcast of society. Yet, like his 
predecessors, he overlooks the singularity of women's poverty, including the magnitude of 
sexual violence against women. Besides, the popes miss entirely the scope of the scarcity of 
both women and men that arises from biblical patriarchal biases. 
Hadebe calls for a lament process and “a Kairos moment that requires confession, analysis 
of oppressive theologies that legitimate violence, and a stand of solidarity for the liberation 
and dignity of those violated.”21 In line with this, I call for an approach that will address 
women's poverty in general and the anthropological poverty of women of Sub-Saharan African 
in particular as tied to post-colonial structures of injustice. 
Pope Francis emphasizes that the poor are “the privileged recipients of the Gospel”22 and 
that we should not separate Christian faith from the concern for the poor. Not sharing with the 
poor is “to steal from them and to take away their livelihood.”23 The goods we hold are not 
 
19 Hadebe, “‘Advocate For Life!’ A Kairos Moment for the Catholic Church in Africa to Be a Guardian, 
Sustainer, and Protector of Life,” 222–23. 
20 Ibid., 224. 
21 Ibid., 227. 
22 Ibid., para. 48. 
23 Ibid., para. 57. 
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ours, he argues, but theirs; all the riches of the world are destined to the universe. This option 
for the poor is, then, an imperative to ensure the common good.24 
In addition to the economic dimension of poverty, pope Francis does mention the evil of 
rape of women. He speaks of cases in which women resort to abortion and describes this as “a 
quick solution to resolve problems.”25 He acknowledges the difficulty of the situation of 
victims of rape who find themselves pregnant. Yet, the emphasis put on preserving the lives of 
the babies is much stressed while the lives of the mothers, victims of rape are left behind. As 
he puts it, "It is not progressive to try to resolve problems by eliminating a human life.”26 
Preserving the unborn and born babies from these evils seem to be more highlighted than 
dealing with the misery undergone by the mothers, whose lives are also threatened in many 
ways by consequences of rape when the result is not death itself. As Tatjana Takševa, about 
the Serbian war and Serbian victims of rape, explain:  
A small number of women chose to keep the children born of these experiences, and 
most do not want to talk about what happened as a way of protecting themselves and 
their children from re-traumatization and as a way to redefine their social identities.27 
 
Indeed, having to live with a baby that resulted from rape is, for many, unbearable, despite 
their goodwill. The sacredness of life of women victims matters as do those of the unborn and 
the babies born from rape. Some moderate or temporary support is not enough. 
The denial of the humanity of women in warzones through rape is entire communities’ 
poverty. As Françoise Duroch and her co-authors observe, 
Victims are additionally subjected to the psychological trauma resulting from being 
detained for varying lengths of time, subject to gang rape or sexual slavery, and forced 
 
24 Francis, “LS,” para. 158. 
25 Pope Francis, “EG,” para. 212. 
26 Ibid., para. 214. 
27 Tatjana Takševa, “Genocidal Rape, Enforced Impregnation, and the Discourse of Serbian National 




to witness sexual aggression towards their own family and community members.… 
The trauma of sexual violence is rarely treated as a 'war wound,' and female victims 
suffer considerably in all aspects of life from the related shame and stigma of the 
attack.28 
 
It is time for the preferential option for the poor to consider these traumas seriously. Just as 
Pilar Aquino and Elsa Támez argue concerning the poverty of women missing in the male-led 
discourse of Latin American liberation theology, Catholic social teaching’s ethic of the 
preferential option for the poor needs to consider forms of poverty that not only afflict women 
but destroy family cohesion.  
Jocelyn Kelly and coworkers add that female victims of these atrocities tend to be 
abandoned by their families because of the trauma their families undergo. 
When family members have witnessed the rape of their daughters.… This act is 
equated to a deadly attack…. The public nature of the attack meant that their "shame" 
was more widely known in the community. Often, rape in the presence of one's family 
was perceived as an attack on society as a whole, which resulted in a collective feeling 
of shame. (A man from Sange [northern DR Congo])29 
 
The shame and feeling of being dead impoverish women anthropologically, and they are 
deadly in themselves.  
Besides going beyond the economic causes of poverty and look into the poverty of women, 
the Option for the poor needs to consider that the many women impoverished by this “fléau” 
need the passion of anger, including solidaristic anger, to face and resist the structures that 
make the evil of rape possible. They need an accompaniment that strengthens their fortitude in 
light of Jesus’ promise, “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they 
shall be filled” (Matt. 5:6).  
 
28 Duroch, McRae, and Grais, “Description and Consequences of Sexual Violence in Ituri Province, 
Democratic Republic of Congo,” 2 of 8. 
29 Jocelyn Kelly et al., "Rejection, Acceptance and the Spectrum between Understanding Male Attitudes and 
Experiences towards Conflict-Related Sexual Violence in the Eastern Democratic Republic of Congo," BMC 
Women’s Health 17, no. 1 (December 2017): 6, https://doi.org/10.1186/s12905-017-0479-7. 
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The African bishops affirm the preferential option for the poor as the impetus for the 
participation of men and women in Africa. However, African synods barely speak of this 
particular brutal force destroying women on the Continent in war-zones. The bishops 
acknowledge the fact that wars are connected to the economy in many African regions.30 They 
praise the many services which are being offered to the poor, including to widows, by the 
institutes of consecrated and apostolic life.31 They denounce some false beliefs and practices 
grounded in African cultures that victimize women, including widowhood, forced marriages, 
polygamy, etc.32 They even name several social forces that trivialize women33 and mention 
young people who are victims of sexual abuse and other crimes.34 However, rape as a weapon 
of war is barely mentioned, and, when it is, the approach often taken to address it by "no 
abortion" or by a call for "alms-giving" to the victims. In their exhortation regarding 
governance, they acknowledge that the situation of women is a cause for worry, among many 
others. There is more than worries in this impoverishment of women, what there is here is 
using women as battlefield. The option for the poor needs to address this situation theologically 
to its proper extent.  To illustrate, the African bishops pastoral statement of the 2015 World 
AIDS Day did not say a word on sexual violence against women while empirical evidence has 
shown that AIDS is also one of the significant consequences of the evil of rape in armed 
conflicts in Sub-Saharan Africa.  
 
30 SCEAM, “Synode des Evêques: IIème Assemblée Spéciale pour l’Afrique,” para. 65. 
31 Ibid., para. 113. 
32 Synod of Bishops. II Special Assembly for Africa, “The Church in Africa in Service to Reconciliation, 
Justice, and Peace. ‘You Are the Salt of the Earth... You Are the Light of the World’ (Mt 5:13, 14),” 2009, para. 
33, http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/synod/documents/rc_synod_doc_20090319_instrlabor-africa_en.html. 
33 SCEAM, “Synode des Evêques: IIème Assemblée Spéciale pour l’Afrique,” para. 59. 
34 Ibid., para. 97. 
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To conclude, pope Francis adds that the Church’s option for the poor is primarily a 
theological category, not a cultural, sociological, philosophical, or political one. It is concerned 
with the divine preference for the poor. God, through Jesus, first, showed mercy to the poor 
(Phil. 2:5) by becoming poor. Jesus became poor to enrich us with his poverty. Pope Francis 
insists that in Jesus' poverty lies the theological preeminence of the option for the poor. Jesus' 
poverty is the reason why he urges “a Church which is poor and for the poor.”35 For him, this 
option is a “special form of primacy in the exercise of Christian charity, to which the whole 
tradition of the Church bears witness.”36 It is important to note that Pope Francis is moving 
towards considering women's poverty. He rejects “every form of sexual submission”37 and 
goes far in denouncing marital rape.38 However, Pope Francis needs to consider the poverty of 
women in general and their anthropological poverty in particular that has been extensively 
explored in this work. Pope Francis' discourse and his predecessors' say very little or almost 
nothing about the widespread evil of rape as a weapon of war.  
Considering women's poverty would help the Church embrace what Gustavo Gutierréz has 
called "generous relief action,"39 to foster a genuinely different social reality. Including 
women’s poverty in the discourse on the preferential option for the poor can also help the 
Church to move from its usual style of recommendations “the-Church-ought-to…”40 to 
question its model of evangelization and fully live up its prophetic mission.  
 
35 Francis, “EG,” para. 198. 
36 Ibid. 
37 Francis, “AL,” para. 154. 
38 Francis, “Visit to the 'Astalli Centre,' The Jesuit Refugee Service in Rome,” September 10, 2013, 
http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/speeches/2013/september/documents/papa-
francesco_20130910_centro-astalli.html. 
39 Gustavo Gutiérrez, Robert R Barr, and Gustavo Gutiérrez, The Power of the Poor in History (Maryknoll: 
NY: Orbis Books, 2004), 45.  
40 Emmanuel Katongole, “Prospects of Ecclesia in Africa in the Twenty-First Century,” Logos: A Journal 
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